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	1. Prologue

Full Summary: Sequel to "The Path Between the Worlds", a re-imagining of the events of HTTYD 2 in that timeline. Berk and Berserker are at peace, and Hiccup and Dagur have found happiness in each other and their children. But no marriage is perfect and as Hiccup discovers a fracture, a new crisis strikes. Can he forgive an unwanted ghost, can he overcome an enemy brutal enough to threaten everything he believes, without compromising his self? And at the end, will Dagur still be at his side?

Notes: AU: Out of continuity with "How to Train Your Dragon 2" (obviously) and season three of "Dreamworks Dragons".

Rating: R for sex and themes

Warnings: slash, sex, MPreg, transgender!Hiccup, Drago Bludvist

Disclaimers: "For the Dancing and the Dreaming", which is quoted throughout this story, was composed by John Powell and Jónsi.

"How to Train Your Dragon" is owned by Dreamworks Animation, who I'll never forgive for not doing more with "Megamind", and by Cressida Cowell. No money is being made and no copyright or trademark infringement is intended.

* * *

><p>I began writing the first draft of "The Path Between the Worlds" a few months before "How to Train Your Dragon 2" was released in theaters. I knew the movie would inevitably make my story an alternate timeline, but I decided not to worry about it. I could enjoy my AU and canon without having to choose between them.<p>

After seeing HTTYD 2, I started considering how the events of the movie might play out in my fic's timeline. "My" Hiccup should be the same at his core as canon Hiccup, but there are differences- would they alter his interactions with Valka or Drago or Eret? Will he feel the same meeting Valka not as a young man struggling with his own choice between freedom and duty, but as a full-fledged adult who has had time to settle into his life? What changes with Dagur thrown into the mix? I decided that some things would play out the same or very similarly, but there were enough differences that what had begun as a mental exercise for my own amusement suddenly became something I wanted to write and share.

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue<strong>

How greatly the archipelago had changed. A decade ago, an army of Vikings on Dragon Island's shore would have hailed the start of a bloody, fiery riot. Today, the sudden swarm of humans and their saddled dragon companions merely invoked friendly curiosity from the island's inhabitants. Wild dragons trotted out of the woods to investigate the disturbance and found themselves invited to join the largest, most anticipated wedding their patch of the world had seen in centuries.

A fair number of the guests slapped each other on the back and smugly declared they'd seen it coming, you would've had to be blind to miss all the signs. Yet there were a few who hadn't anticipated this outcome at all. Stoick the Vast was one, for he'd been much happier looking the other way. And the grooms themselves had their reasons for finding this occasion a bewildering surprise.

Four years ago, desperate to avert war and preserve Berk's era of peace, Hiccup had made a radical choice. To secure the future that was his life's work- a future where Vikings and dragons alike soared through the sky without fear- he had sacrificed his own desired ever after. He had revealed his closest-guarded secret, irrevocably altering his identity in the eyes of his people. No one had ever regarded him in quite the same manner since, and that they thought more of him for it, not less, had not made it easy to bear. Yet, strange and difficult as his choice had been, in time it had revealed itself to be the start of blessing. He now had two precious children, his twin daughters Fury and Skrill. And he had discovered- and fallen for- the bright and beneficent heart of a man who had once been his bitter enemy.

Hiccup had already found his other half in Toothless; this was something different. It was desire, and a decision Hiccup entered into with joy flittering so wildly inside him that he was almost breathless. He was certain. Today, whole-heartedly, he married Dagur the Deranged.

If Hiccup was startled by the sheer force of his happiness, Dagur seemed overwhelmed. Nothing, not the fierce luminance of the setting sun nor the blazing dragon-lit torches, shined so brilliantly as the glow in Dagur's eyes as he looked upon Hiccup standing at his side, their hands clasped together.

_Do you love me? I'll never need to ask_, Hiccup thought. And Dagur would never ask that question of him- but for quite a different reason. Dagur did not expect to be loved and seemed startled every time Hiccup spoke of it. But that surely was a symptom of the many years Dagur's feelings had been unrequited and his hopeless acceptance of the fact. Time was the cause and time would be the cure; it had been only a month since Hiccup had confessed his heart. Given more time, Dagur would come to believe his words. Hiccup would make sure of it.

As the site of their ceremony, Dragon Island worked beautifully. Not only did it settle the question of which tribe would have the honor of hosting the celebration, everyone agreed it was an eminently appropriate for Hiccup, whom both Berkian and Berserker proudly claimed as their guide and ambassador in all matters dragonish. Hiccup agreed with that thought; he felt a resonance with this place. Dragon Island was where the Red Death had begun the brutal conflict between Viking and dragon, and where Hiccup and Toothless had ended it. The island remained today a dragon sanctuary. Dragons had brought his people companionship and flight- and then peace, when Hiccup's vision had inspired the Berserkers to lay down their arms so that they could join Berk in the sky. Hiccup believed in dragons; nothing in his life, not of any his joys or the wonders he'd experienced, would have been without them.

_Not without Toothless_, Hiccup thought, glancing over his shoulder to smile at the Night Fury. Toothless stood at the forefront of their assembled guests, having already done his part in the ceremony. He had carried the rings and the swords that Hiccup and Dagur had exchanged in declaring their intention to bind their lives together.

Rings were a Berkian tradition and swords a Berserker one. Hiccup had cast the bands himself, simple gold circlets sized to his and Dagur's fingers. Hiccup's ring fit over a slip of cloth wrapped around his finger, just below the bottom knuckle. The sword Dagur had given him was an heirloom, one passed down through generations of his family. The Haddock clan had no such relic and so Hiccup had forged a blade to give in return, working the design of a rampant Night Fury into the hilt. Obnoxiously, Dagur had already dubbed the sword with a name: the Night's Tooth. Tradition dictated that the swords were held in trust for each other's children; someday, Hiccup would pass Dagur's family sword to Skrill and Dagur would bestow Hiccup's to Fury.

The ceremony was all but complete and only the vows remained. To honor and uphold each other, to place no other man or woman before the other in their hearts- the only quirk was that physical fidelity would not be mentioned. It never was demanded in a hearth marriage, an allowance for the usual necessity to seek bedding elsewhere for the sake of children. Hiccup's first world might remove that need, but marriage was always a thing of the second world. They were man and man, and so that was how they would pledge themselves.

Stoick began, presiding over this as he had every other part of ceremony. Truly there was no one more fitting for the duty, but Hiccup wondered if it had been unkind to ask his father to officiate. Upon learning his son had proposed to Berserker's mad chief, Stoick had objected with a sudden and vociferous declaration of "Absolutely not!" He had, however, given no further protest when Hiccup had stymied him with the question, "Why?"

Solemnly, Stoick asked, "Do you, Dagur of the Berserkers, pledge now and forevermore to honor and remain faithful in your heart to this man, no matter what storm of sea or sky, no matter what fate or fortune is cast upon ye- before the sight of Odin, do this you swear?"

With a soft sigh, Dagur smiled dreamily and answered, "I do. Oh, yes, I do."

His over-done reaction was met with adoration from the crowd, who whooped with delight. Hiccup smiled. This was his Dagur: demented and yet utterly sweet.

"Hiccup," Stoick prompted.

Straightening himself, Hiccup turned attentively to his father.

"Last chance to back out of this, son," Stoick said.

"Stoick!" Dagur whined.

"Dad." Hiccup cringed, more for his father than himself. "I'm sure."

Giving a light shrug, Stoick said, "Well, I had to try." He cleared his throat, sobering before he continued. "Do you, Hiccup of the Hooligan tribe, pledge now and forevermore to honor and remain faithful in your heart to this man, no matter what storm of sea or sky, no matter what fate or fortune is cast upon ye- before the sight of Odin, do this you swear?"

Hiccup turned back to Dagur to gaze at his face, at the abounding happiness and hope in the other man's eyes, and answered, "Yes, I do."

_I love you, Dagur._

"So be it. Before your peoples and before the gods, I proclaim thee wed. May the- Wait now! I'm not finished!" Stoick sputtered as Dagur, at the very moment of the word "wed", seized Hiccup and nearly bent him backwards in his frantic desire to kiss him. Hiccup's sudden laughter made it sloppy affair indeed, but it was ardent and it was honest and for that, it was beautiful.

* * *

><p>The stars had come out and the feasting had begun well over an hour ago. More than half the guests were now as merry with drink as they were honest jubilation. Amid the dancing and a few scattered brawls, everyone had long since stopped paying Stoick any notice. He sat to the side, on the bench by one of the fire pits. The pair of Gronckles minding the flame- Berserker mounts, by the markings painted on them- greeted him with a smile and then went back to contently munching on a pile of rocks.<p>

Stoick remembered the last time he had felt so alone a crowd. It had been the day Hiccup had stood up in the middle of treaty talks and offered himself to Dagur as a bribe. Everyone had cheered, yet Stoick had been encased in a bleak and cold fear. This moment was not the same as now, though he felt just as distanced from everyone else's jollity.

Politically, Hiccup marrying Dagur gained Berk nothing; whatever advantage their match could bring had already been secured through their children. But Hiccup had wanted it. That was the sole reason he had chosen it. Stoick did believe that, if nothing else. And, incredible as it might be, Dagur had proven amply that he was a changed man and dogged in his devotion to Hiccup. Perhaps a bit fanatically so, which Stoick found a tad unnerving, but no one had asked his opinion. What else would he wish for his son?

Quite a few things. If Stoick could have had his way, he would have directed Hiccup to woo someone far more sensible and stable- as he had thought Hiccup _had_ been, for at one time it had seemed inevitable that Hiccup would take Astrid to wife.

Stoick gazed out into the center of the party, watching the dancing. Right in the thick of it were his son and Dagur. Hiccup's feet, both the flesh and the metal, were moving nimbly; he had one hand clasped with Dagur's and the other on his new husband's shoulder. Suddenly, he tossed back his head and laughed.

_He's not yours anymore, Stoick. _

Maybe what Stoick really felt was sorry for himself. It was no revelation to him that Hiccup had become a man. That had happened long ago, well before the Berserker aggression. But now- at last and perhaps overdue- Hiccup took the final step in claiming his independence: separation from the family hearth. He would be spending weeks, perhaps months, at a time on Berserker Island with Dagur, and when he was on Berk, it would no longer be under Stoick's roof but his own. Nor was it only Hiccup whom Stoick was losing. Fury and Skrill would naturally go with their father. His son, his granddaughters, Toothless- without them, Stoick's house would be empty.

Perhaps it was time he admitted that Thornado wasn't coming back and seek another companion. But getting a new dragon wasn't going to cure his aliment. Nothing would, because the harsh truth was that it was not a problem to fix. It was the job of every parent to teach his child to no longer need him and then to let go.

_Would this be easier if Val were still at my side?_ he wondered and almost flinched. What a painful question. Of course it would be. There was nothing in his life that wouldn't have been more joyful or less arduous had fate not taken her from him. More than anything he regretted that she had never lived to see Berk as it was now. Someday, not in this world but in the next, he'd lay himself at her feet and tell her how sorry he was, that she had been right all along- that he could not be prouder their son was exactly like her.

Stoick heard a plaintive whine and turned towards the shadows. A large, dark shape with two glowing green eyes approached. He shook his head in sympathy. He wasn't the only one to find his place unsettled tonight. He held out his hand and Toothless rubbed the side of his snout against it, then settled down next to Stoick.

"Worried, are you?" Stoick asked, reaching over to pet Toothless' head. "I wouldn't be. They'll be changes- especially the sleeping arrangements, I presume- but not like you might fear. What you have to understand, this night, it's simply a thing between men. Men... well, they need someone. Sometimes it's a woman, sometimes it's another man, and it's simply a thing you can't... Odin's beard, I'm trying to explain sex and romance to a dragon. Do you understand even a bit what I'm saying?"

Toothless raised his head and gave Stoick a reproachful look. It was cursedly uncanny.

"Look, what you have with Hiccup, it's not something that lunatic over there can take away," Stoick said. "You're his... I don't rightly know what you are. But you're not something a husband can replace. A father has to stand aside. Not you."

Toothless gave a disgruntled rumble. Was he disagreeing with Stoick or simply expressing discontentment? Hiccup would know. Hiccup said that a rider and dragon were meant to a be fully concordant pair and Stoick agreed that was the idea- but Hiccup and Toothless were something more than that, connected on a level that few other humans and dragons shared. Was it natural? Did that even matter? It had been a blessing for Berk. But Stoick's first rival in this contest- the contest which, by design, he was meant to concede- had not been Dagur. It had been Toothless.

"So, is this the lonely bachelors' section?" Gobber's voice suddenly called. Stoick looked and saw his friend approaching with two tankards.

He raised his hand. "You're welcome to join, but spare the mead. I've had my fill already."

"If you can still stand- and you look able to me- I doubt that's true." Gobber thrust the tankard at Stoick, giving him no choice but to take it, and sat. "We all knew this day would come."

"Did we?" Stoick quietly mused.

"Well, Hiccup's wedding! At least we all hoped. You hoped, didn't you?"

Gobber was trying to help him look at the situation brightly, Stoick realized. It was what Stoick himself wanted to do, now that there was no changing it- and it was what Hiccup wanted, he reminded himself for the hundredth time. So he ought to believe his son had chosen well. Almost always, no matter how it seemed at the immediate time, Hiccup's wildest fancies had turned out well.

"Aye, I did," Stoick agreed.

"Happy, a loving partner, a few kids running underfoot. That's what you wanted, too, right?"

"Gobber, I can appreciate what you're trying to do, but I don't need you to convince me. I need to convince myself!" Stoick declared. He looked into the tankard, considering it, and then set it aside. "He's happy, I know that he's happy, but..."

"Dagur's not the son-in-law _you_ wanted?" Gobber suggested.

"I didn't want any son-in-law!" Stoick exclaimed. Hearing his own outburst, he shamefacedly bowed his head. Of all his misgivings towards this marriage, this one left him the most contrite. It was not a fear one normally held for a son. "I always thought Hiccup would choose a woman. And that sat better with me because... well, because most women can't force Hiccup to walk his first world, now can they?" He fired off the question bluntly.

Gobber took the remark in silence, rolling it over in his mind a few moments before responding, "I shouldn't be so surprised that's the worm gnawing at you. But Hiccup isn't a daughter. He wouldn't appreciate-"

"I know, I know," he answered quickly, then insisted, "but that doesn't change that the matter exists! The gods made Hiccup what he is and there's nothing I can do about it, but about Dagur I can! So I warned him-"

"Sweet thundering baby Thor, you didn't," Gobber uttered. "You went and rattled Dagur's cage about _that_? What in Valhalla did you say to him? You didn't threaten to chop off his manhood, did you?"

"I, well... yes. I mean it, if it becomes a problem, I will! And it sounded much better in my head!"

"Odin's beard, I'm surprised the both of you are still alive," he muttered. "What did Dagur say to that?"

"He said it would never happen. Promised to treat Hiccup well."

Truthfully, Dagur's reaction had been a bit more than that. He had looked stunned at Stoick's censure and then sick at the thought of what the older chief had suggested of his intentions.

"I would never," Dagur had uttered fervently, his eyes meeting Stoick's with intensity. "I would never force anything on Hiccup. I would never do anything to make him unhappy. Never."

The pledge of a man in love or a man obsessed? Why wasn't Stoick alleviated by it? Because he still questioned if Dagur's lunatic mind would one day snap, or because as a father he would never stop worrying about his child?

The latter, Stoick realized. Dagur's madness was simply a convenient smokescreen for him not to admit it.

Said Gobber, "Stoick, I think if anything we can trust Hiccup's taken control of things like this. He's always shaped his life into exactly what he wants- and I doubt that includes spawning an army of feral, deranged children. You've got to trust him to make his own choices."

Nodding his head, Stoick answered, "I know..."

"And don't tell me you wouldn't be happy with another grandbaby if Hiccup decides that's to be. Children are a blessing-"

"Oh? Then why didn't you have any?" Stoick couldn't help asking sharply, even though he knew the answer.

"Because raising your lad was a job for three men and there were only two of us! There were days I thought that boy would be the end of us!" Gobber exclaimed, his tone of cheerful sympathy gone. "If there's any justice in this world, those twins of his will turn his hair gray before he's thirty!"

"Small chance of that," Stoick muttered. Fury and Skrill were adept at being terrors when they wanted, but so far Hiccup took all their antics in stride. "He's going to turn mine white! Do you know what he gave Dagur as a wedding gift?"

"No. But I heard we're getting an armada. Is that true?"

"Thirty-eight ships. One for each that Dagur claims Hiccup and Toothless personally burned in the war. I've never seen a man so happy to boast about his own defeat," Stoick said grudgingly. "Yes, we're getting an armada. I don't know what to think of it."

"That will be fun. Not sure what we'll use it for though. I don't think we'll see another war in our lifetimes, not unless Hiccup decides that's the proper way to settle domestic disputes. So what is it he gave to Dagur?"

Stoick sighed heavily. The answer was so astonishing and dubious that he hardly believed it as it came out of his own mouth.

"A Skrill. He gave that fool a blasted Skrill!"

Toothless warbled, agreeing he found it questionable.

"What?" Gobber sputtered. "A Skrill? Where did he _find_ a Skrill? And how's he been keeping it hidden- I haven't seen any Skrill about!"

"It's the one in the iceberg, Gobber. Remember, years ago, the one the riders dragged back to Berk and those idiot Thorston twins thawed out-"

"That one? It's still alive?"

"Supposedly and I'm going to assume yes, because the gods surely aren't done with tormenting me. They haven't yet thawed it out, but Hiccup's planning on it soon. He thinks he can train the accursed thing!"

"There goes the archipelago," Gobber said with a resigned shrug. "Or not. If anyone can train a Skrill-"

"He's in no state to be training any such beast!" Stoick burst before he could think better of it.

Confused, Gobber asked, "What do you mean? Is there something else you're worried about, Stoick?"

Stoick waved his hand, warding off the question. It wasn't his place to explain. And Gobber's advice from earlier was echoing in his head- he had to trust that Hiccup could steer his own life. That Hiccup could determine truly what he wanted and pursue it with wisdom and care.

Didn't Stoick already believe that? Some of Hiccup's past choices surely had been impulsive, but he seemed to possess an intuition Stoick couldn't explain, a way of understanding the true nature of things from only an impression. Berk, the entire archipelago, was completely transformed from what it had been fifteen years ago and all of it was Hiccup's doing. When he thought of that, he felt such pride his chest seemed hardly able to contain it.

What he wanted for Hiccup ultimately was the same as he had wanted for himself: a home filled with love and a world at peace. Stoick hadn't gotten those- he had lost Valka, he had made Hiccup's childhood a trial, and he never could have ended the dragon war. But Hiccup hadn't failed as Stoick had. He had created a family from those he had gathered to him.

_I've been boar-headed about the matter of Dagur for too long_, Stoick thought. He'd made his displeasure at the union known when Hiccup had announced it, and though he had performed the wedding ceremony, one could say that he had done no more than his chiefly duty. Hiccup ought to know that Stoick _was_ happy for him and that he had his father's blessing.

"Gobber, would you mind helping me a bit with something?"

* * *

><p>Hiccup had never been one for dancing, a matter of opportunity's lack rather than disinclination. At first, he'd seen no point to it without a partner and then Astrid had considered it silly. He told himself he shouldn't regret never having had the chance to sweep a woman off her feet. He was too small to manage one's weight in his arms and whisking her away on dragonback was a much more stunning anyway.<p>

Dagur had wanted to dance. Hiccup suspected it was part of some romantic vision the other man had been carrying around in his head for years. In fact, he was certain Dagur had been secretly plotting the details of their wedding well before either of them had issued a proposal. Who was Hiccup to deny him? This night was for them both.

That was how Hiccup, having never suspected such a thing about himself, discovered he enjoyed dancing. It wasn't the music- most Viking tunes were as coarse and bracing as their singers' personalities- and it wasn't the movements, when he felt no particular sense of rhythm or pattern. It was being caught in a moment that was shared between them. Dagur's eyes were radiant with joy, and love burned in Hiccup's heart. Their stomping, jumping, whirling wasn't elegant; in fact, they were probably as clumsy and brutish as a pair of addled yaks. But it was _together_, their sloppy cavorting an unabashed declaration of their happiness.

At the end of the song, the music stopped- not a pause, but a complete lapse into silence. Confused, Hiccup turned towards the musicians and saw his father, hands raised for attention, approaching the players. What did Stoick have planned? He knew his father wasn't all that pleased with his new son-in-law. While he doubted Stoick was going to offer a protest now, Hiccup didn't expect a welcome-to-the-family toast either.

"Ugh, am I going to have to fight your dad? You made me promise not to fight your dad," Dagur groused.

"I'm sure it's nothing like that," Hiccup said, but he had no idea what Stoick did intend.

Stoick stood in front of the musicians, Gobber at his side. He took off his helmet and held it between his hands. His expression was grave and he bowed his head, his brow furrowing for a moment. Then he looked up and, to Hiccup's surprise, began to sing.

"I'll swim and sail on savage seas with ne'er a fear of drowning, and gladly ride the waves of life if you will marry me..."

_This song..._ Hiccup thought, touched as he always was by this melody with a haunting sense of remembrance. He had heard Stoick hum snatches of it to Fury and Skrill, but he _knew_ it was locked somewhere in his earlier memories, a time his mind could not reach. Stoick had sung this to him- or near him- when he had been a child, he was sure of it.

"No scorching sun nor freezing cold will stop me on my journey, if you will promise me your heart and love me for eternity..."

Now the musicians picked up the tune, which was excellent timing as Gobber- a bit off-key, but on the rhythm- sang in reply, "My dearest one, my darling dear, your mighty words astound me. But I've no need of mighty deeds when I feel your arms around me!"

Everyone laughed at Gobber's gravelly response to Stoick's rich and sonorous petition, but no one was mocking the heart behind either of the men's song. As the music began to play in earnest, Dagur pulled Hiccup into his arms again and began to twirl with him.

Stoick sang, "But I would bring you rings of gold, I'd even sing you poetry! And I would keep you from all harm if you would stay beside me!"

"I have no use for rings of gold, I care not for your poetry," Gobber warbled insistently. "I only want your hand to hold-"

"I only want you near me!"

_I know this song_, Hiccup thought again, his feet momentarily losing touch with the ground as Dagur grabbed his waist and spun them both about. He knew this song meant something to his father, that it was no lack of fondness- no, quite the opposite- that urged him to sing it so rarely, hardly ever at all. Whatever it was that made this melody precious, Stoick had turned it into a wish- for love, for happiness, for the future. And all for Hiccup.

* * *

><p>It was Valka's part that Gobber sang and Valka who should have been at Stoick's side- but there was no power within Stoick's grasp that could call her back to him. Someday, he would go to her- but not tonight, perhaps not for many a year. This night, she would have been happy. She would have wanted this for Hiccup, the same joys, the same strength to brave the sorrows, that she and Stoick had offered to each other.<p>

"To love and kiss, to sweetly hold! For the dancing and the dreaming! Through all life's sorrows and delights, I'll keep your love inside me!"

He watched the strange, delighted whirling of his son and Dagur dancing under the stars. They were glowing and it brought a tear to Stoick's eye. He remembered feeling just that way, that even in the darkest room he was wrapped in light with Valka in his arms. But Hiccup would do better than him. He'd promised Valka happiness, yet had fought with her bitterly over her notions of ending the dragon war through compromise. Hiccup was wiser: he knew how to listen, how to judge the hidden heart.

"I'll swim and sail on savage seas with ne'er a fear of drowning! And gladly ride the waves of life if you will marry me!"

Not a boy anymore, but Hiccup would always be Stoick's son. And Stoick would always hope and pray and fight for his happiness. That would never change.

_Gods keep you always, just as you have always been a blessing to me. I love you, son._

* * *

><p>"I didn't know your father could sing," Dagur remarked some minutes later, after Stoick and Gobber had vanished back into the crowd and the musicians continued their play unaccompanied.<p>

"He doesn't often," Hiccup said and wondered why. Something painful from Stoick's past he supposed, but painful seemed to describe all of Stoick's history before- and somewhat after- Hiccup. Berk had been a miserable place before Hiccup and Toothless had brought it peace. Anything Hiccup didn't remember was something he could rarely coax his father to speak upon. To this day, he still didn't know what had caused the rift between Stoick and Alvin, and of his mother he knew almost nothing. He had learned not to ask.

He might never know what special meaning that song had for Stoick, but he could guess. It was a memory of love and he had made it a gift to pass onto Hiccup.

_To me... and to Dagur?_ That song was meant for two. Yes, Hiccup felt certain Stoick meant to say he accepted their match and agreed it was a cause for joy. _Thank you, Dad._

They danced a few more jigs before Hiccup decided he had better stop. While he'd been feeling rather energetic lately, they had been at this for hours and he needed to reserve some vigor for a certain other activity Dagur would want to perform tonight.

He mentioned that now might be a good time to bow out of the festivities and Dagur, without any tact or shame, announced loudly, "Everyone, continue to enjoy the party, but we must go. We're off to consummate the marriage!"

All around gave a mighty cheer while Hiccup groaned and dropped his face into his hands. He supposed it wasn't as if everyone didn't already know that was exactly what they'd be doing- but it was hardly decent to shout about it!

From out of the crowd, someone called, "Shall we ask Frigg to bless the union?"

_Bite me_, Hiccup thought surlily. That question was traditional, but not one to be asked of two men, and he retorted, "You could tell her to stop!"

That was trying to put out a fire by throwing grease on it. Hiccup cringed realizing what he'd implied- and Dagur promptly confirmed it by placing his hands over Hiccup's middle as he pulled his new husband backwards into an amorous snuggle.

The wedding guests began stomping and clapping and praising Odin while Hiccup squirmed at the awkwardness of it. He was getting used to these ridiculous responses to what should be his private affairs, but that didn't mean he liked it nor that he didn't think it was utterly insane. A woman announced she was with child and it was greeted as glad news, yet not earth shattering- when _he_ revealed a pregnancy, everyone acted like Thor was riding down the Bifrost for feasting and games. But, he thought with sudden resolution, he was not going to let this spoil his evening. A wedding night happened only once. So he raised his head, straightened his spine, and turned to face his newly-wedded husband.

"Let's get out of here. I think it's about time you saw to your connubial duty."

Dagur grinned and gave a throaty laugh that vibrated through his teeth. "I love it when you get commanding."

With that, he swept Hiccup into his arms and carried him off in search of Toothless.

They found the Night Fury and took to the sky, Dagur seated first in the saddle to work the pedal. The privilege of this was one Toothless extended because the Berserker performed functions the dragon considered important: namely Dagur fathered Hiccup's children and provided Hiccup with physical satisfaction. Oh, Hiccup felt certain Toothless understood that he _loved_ Dagur, but those other facts had become true first. And Toothless, he thought, liked Dagur too now, at least a little. He had worried that taking a spouse might provoke jealousy in his dragon, but Toothless seemed to consider Dagur as one of Hiccup's "things", something quite useful and convenient to keep on hand. It wasn't a very flattering or nice conceptualization of Dagur's role in Hiccup's life, but the idea kept harmony and Toothless did treat the man kindly- most of the time.

Dagur controlled their flight path because only he knew where they were going; Hiccup had left it to him to plot their plans for after the party. While their wedding night was important to Hiccup, he knew that for Dagur it meant even more- for it was a dream come true. As happy as that made Hiccup, it also roused his concern. He wanted to give Dagur a chance to live out some of his fantasies, hoping that in doing so the Berserker would realize how _real_ this was.

_I'm with you_, he thought, wrapping his arms under Dagur's and pressing himself against the man's back. _I am not your moon. I'm not above you, not beyond you're reach- I'm beside you and I won't ever leave._

They flew towards the heart of Dragon Island. Camping in these woods had lost the danger and daring of the feat it had been years ago. A wild dragon now was simply a neighbor who wanted his peace respected. The locals were more likely to ignore them or offer them a chewed-up fish than set their tent on fire.

_You did bring a tent, right?_ Hiccup almost asked. He didn't think Dagur wanted to roll around naked in the woods, but this _was_ Dagur. Madness was the only thing predictable.

They landed. In the dark, Hiccup couldn't make out the details of their campsite. Dagur bounded towards what had to be the fire pit and started working at a flint. Hiccup wondered why he didn't simply ask for Toothless' assistance, but shrugged and left Dagur to it. It gave Hiccup a moment to wish Toothless goodnight.

"Going to be okay out there, bud? It's just me and Dagur tonight, alright?"

Toothless warbled a somewhat less-than-happy acceptance of this. Then he rubbed his nose against Hiccup's belly and looked up at his human expectantly.

"The baby will be fine. What are you worried about?" Hiccup teased. "We've got nothing to worry about anymore, Toothless. There's nothing else we could ask for."

Nothing was perfect, but right now his life seemed pretty near close. His lover at one side and Toothless on the other, Vikings and dragons flying together, a world at peace. Hiccup had everything he wanted.

Toothless seemed to agree, for his rumbled reply was a pleased note. He brushed his head against Hiccup one more time and then jaunted off into the woods.

The clearing suddenly filled with light as Dagur finally struck the fire. Hiccup looked around and was surprised by the arrangements his husband had chosen. There was thankfully a tent- a rather large one for two, although that would make it pleasanter. However its presence was an addition to the scene that otherwise clearly was meant to resemble another campsite from ten years ago: the one Hiccup had stumbled upon during a training exercise and then had had to spend the entire evening pretending to hunt Toothless with Dagur. That night had been very awkward, for reasons Hiccup now had the hindsight to understand.

"Wow," he said. "You really did want to sleep with me when we were fifteen."

"Eh... I hadn't exactly figured that out back then, but... yeah," Dagur admitted. He shrugged and then looked at Hiccup soberly. "Do you remember that night?"

"Of course, I do," Hiccup answered, though with little enthusiasm. That memory had to be quite different for him that it was for Dagur. He had been anxious, praying that for once in his life he could lie without tripping over his tongue, while Dagur had been gleeful and startlingly delighted at their unplanned reunion. But they had parted angrily, Dagur feeling betrayed- why did the other man want to remember this?

"I couldn't stop looking at you," Dagur said. His eyes looked transfixed upon Hiccup. "I'd been thinking about you for months, and then I saw you again- it was the first time I really _looked _at you. The first time I cared to look and I couldn't stop."

_You couldn't stop grabbing me either_, Hiccup thought, remembering how Dagur had snatched his arm and yanked him all over the island.

"That's when I fell in love with you, Hiccup. Just watching you. I didn't understand it then, but that was when I felt it for the first time- I _wanted_ you. I could have been happy if that night had never ended."

But that night had and in disaster. It had been the start of the rift between Berk and the Berserkers that had led to their war. Was Dagur trying, at least symbolically, to go back and make it the start of something else? Was he trying to imagine that night the way he thought it should have been, if it had played out perfectly?

_I would never have slept with you when we were fifteen_, Hiccup almost said. Dagur might need only one magical moment to send him spinning headfirst into a devastating love, but Hiccup's heart had never worked that way. Under the best of circumstances- which had never existed- maybe they could have become friendly, but Hiccup couldn't see it going any farther than that. He never would have dared reveal his first world.

And for the war to have never happened, the first treaty to have never failed, Dagur would have had to have been a different person. The boy who had made those terrible mistakes had learned from them, and because of them had grown into the man Hiccup loved.

_Why do you want to change the past? _Hiccup wondered. That was the question- what flaw in the present needed to be fixed by revision? Or was he over-thinking Dagur's motives? Maybe the other man just liked the idea of a romantic do-over.

Hiccup opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Dagur said, "That was why it hurt so much, learning you'd lied to me, that you had never taken me seriously. I realized you would never let me have you."

The confession stopped Hiccup. Why had Dagur said this? Why did it matter? That was the _past_- that was over ten years ago. Absolutely nothing of those circumstances was true now. Dagur's anguish from that night had utterly no reason to still exist.

"Dagur, what are you talking about?" Hiccup asked, baffled. "Never have me? We _just_ got married! This is our wedding night. I just swore to Odin that I _want_ you to have me- so I don't get this."

Dagur looked at him meekly. "I know. But-"

"But _what_? I'm your husband. I'm _yours_," Hiccup said. "And I mean it."

Hiccup knew what the problem was- why Dagur would want to revisit an old mistake. He'd messed up and he constantly worried about doing the same again. He didn't think he was a good person or a worthy person- and he doubted the depth of Hiccup's love for him because he didn't think he deserved it.

_But you're completely wrong, Dagur._

"Look," Hiccup said. He held out his left hand to Dagur- the hand where he was ringed and where a piece of cloth concealed a part of that same finger. Carefully, making sure the ring stayed in place, he removed the cloth and showed Dagur what was there. "See?"

Dagur's eyes widened. Amazed, he murmured, "Hiccup..."

"Three years ago, you said I could marry you for whatever reason I wanted. Well, you should know me better, Dagur. I love you and we're going to be together for the rest of our lives. That's a promise." He reached for Dagur, grasping the other man's shoulder, and pulled himself close. Insistently, he repeated, "I love you. And if I can make you happy, _I_ will. It's my turn to show you how wonderful you are."


	2. Chapter 1

**Chapter One**

_Six years later..._

"It's too quiet, don't you think?" Hiccup whispered to Toothless.

They crept up the stairs. Houses in Berk now were built to accommodate mid-size dragons as well as humans, and Toothless had plenty of space to navigate the steps. At the top, a wide hallway connected the second floor's three bedrooms.

Three rooms for three children, but only two currently were in use. When presented with the opportunity, Fury and Skrill had declared they did not want to separate, and thus far they hadn't changed their minds. The girls shared everything and they were, thank the gods, nothing like Ruffnut and Tuffnut. Quarrels between them were a rarity and they seemed pleased to be treated as a pair. While their division one day was inevitable- Fury was in line to inherit chiefdom over Berk, Skrill destined for the same over the Berserkers- they were still young and the world was calm. The tribes could wait.

Gently, Hiccup pushed open the door to the twins' room. Toothless wriggled past him, shooting straight inside, and prowled towards the bed. Fury and Skrill appeared asleep, their small stuffed Night Fury toy clutched between both their hands. Picture perfect- Hiccup didn't believe the image until Toothless nudged Skrill's overhanging arm and she didn't react. With the tip of his nose, Toothless pushed Skrill's arm back onto the bed. He grabbed the edge of her blanket in his mouth and pulled it up, adjusting it to fully cover her. Then he completed his nightly ritual: he sniffed Skrill's hair, rubbed her cheek, then circled around the bed to do the same to Fury.

_Oh, Toothless_, Hiccup thought, his heart glowing warmly. He had always believed Toothless would help him raise his children, but he hadn't known just how invested the Night Fury would be. As it had turned out, to Toothless any child of Hiccup's was as good as his own.

If only it could go both ways. In all these years, they had never found another Night Fury. Maybe they would if they looked farther beyond the archipelago, but never seemed to be time. All too many responsibilities and too many threats as well. Berk had needed them.

"Next?" he asked. Toothless warbled affirmatively and rejoined him in the hall.

Hiccup opened the second door and, peering inside, gave a sigh. There was a lit lantern on the nightstand, despite that everyone in the room was asleep.

"Oh, Os," he muttered under his breath. "There are three dragons in this house, but you're the one who is going to burn it down."

An unhealthy disregard for heights and for fire- that was what growing up around dragons did for children. This was the second time Hiccup had caught Oswald neglecting his bedroom light, so it would be a sterner reprimand and a warning he would lose the privilege if it happened again. But Hiccup had to smile as he saw the cause of his youngest child's laxity: a copy of _The Book of Dragons_ open on Oswald's lap. The boy had fallen asleep in the middle of reading it.

"Guess this one's my fault," Hiccup said to Toothless. There was a marker on the nightstand; he picked it up and placed it between the current pages before closing the book and setting it aside. "He's got the knack, hasn't he?"

Fury and Skrill, of course, loved dragons. They loved playing with them and couldn't wait to turn fifteen and choose mounts of their own. They'd learned and applied themselves well and Hiccup was proud of them, but it was Oswald who had inherited Hiccup's instincts, knowing almost immediately how to connect with any dragon he encountered. Already he had bonded with one, a blue Terrible Terror who was at this moment asleep by his shoulder. Oswald had been three when he had met her and had, in the uncomplicated way of a child, named her Sandy because he had found her on the beach. Since then, he'd never let her go and she had never wanted him to. Hiccup thought their pairing was strange- to him, a dragon companion was also someone you could ride- but he wasn't going to impose limits on his children or anyone else just because something didn't quite fit his expectations. Someday Oswald would need to choose a second dragon as a mount, but Sandy was _his_ dragon and that made her family.

For Oswald's sake, Hiccup was also proud of Dagur. Hiccup had never dreamed Dagur would agree to name one of their children after his late father, never mind that it would be his own idea. It evidenced how far Dagur had come in making peace with his past, admitting mistakes and moving beyond old regrets.

Toothless nuzzled Oswald and then Sandy as Hiccup put out the lamp. Then they retreated into the hall.

"We have three great kids, don't we?" Hiccup asked. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. "And a great home to raise them and a great father and husband- well, he is to me, you don't have to snort like that. Just about anyone would say we couldn't ask for more."

When he thought of his children, he felt so _lucky_. Life hadn't taken the path he anticipated, nor had he clung doggedly to the way he had once told himself things simply ought to be. He had learned he could walk both of his worlds without it tearing him apart and he had found love in the last place he would have chosen to search. Thank the Norns for everything in his life that had spiraled out of his control; it had brought him a happiness he never had imagined.

And yet, even with all he had, even with the past desires whose deferral he no longer regretted, there was still something he wanted. A yearning he couldn't quite ignore, a dream he had never let go, even though for practicality's sake he had long ago buried and told himself he could accept it was not to be.

"Now we have a second chance. But is it asking for too much, Toothless? It would be a long time. We'd miss Oswald's birthday. We'd miss... who knows what we'd miss. And then there's that _other_ thing. Dagur's not going to be happy putting that on hold. What am I saying? Dagur's not going to be happy about this at all."

He looked down at his left hand, at the cloth band he still wore in addition to his gold wedding ring. Both represented the same vow, that he would work for Dagur's happiness as devotedly as for his own.

"Would this be breaking my promise?"

Toothless whined discontentedly. Hiccup knew what the Night Fury thought, that Hiccup should at least ask Dagur before rejecting the idea completely. And Dagur wouldn't want Hiccup to sacrifice an opportunity because he worried how the other man would react- or was that the excuse Hiccup wished to believe so that he could do as he pleased? Too often in his life he had danced near a flame without considering the consequences- so many of his "miracles", the wondrous changes for which others considered him a hero, had caused someone else heartache.

"The only thing I know for certain is that I want this. And finally, we have the freedom to do it. Nothing's going to explode if we're not here," he said. "I will talk to Dagur about it. I'll regret it if I don't do at least that."

He started towards the stairs, stopping when he noticed that Toothless wasn't following.

"You staying up here tonight, bud?"

Toothless warbled affirmatively. He spent many of his nights upstairs now, prowling between the children's rooms until he settled upon where he wanted to sleep. Hiccup hadn't done any tallying, but he guessed that Toothless divided his evenings equally between Fury and Skrill and Oswald and Sandy.

"Okay, Dragon-Dad." Hiccup went over to give Toothless an affectionate caress on the side of his head. "Take care of our hatchlings."

Of course, Toothless replied through his look.

Hiccup descended the stairs. Much of the first floor was devoted to the kitchen, Dagur's own kingdom which he oversaw tyrannically. Gobber had offered to prepare dinner for them- once. If Dagur wasn't going to kill things, he was going to cook them. Or bake them, as Hiccup came down just as Dagur was pulling a fresh pie out of the oven.

"Smells good," Hiccup remarked, sliding into a seat at the dining table. "But didn't you just bake five pies yesterday?"

"Oh, this pie isn't for us." Dagur held it up with one hand, his other balled into a fist against his hip, and tilted his head back proudly. He snickered. "This is for your father."

"Why are you giving my dad a pie?" he asked suspiciously. Dagur liked any excuse to cook and Stoick liked Dagur's cooking- not that he had ever admitted it- but Dagur and Stoick didn't like each other, even if their hostility had eased considerably since becoming in-laws. "It's not poisoned, is it?"

"What?" Dagur turned and squinted at him. "No. Poison is boring. This isn't a poisoned pie. This is a pie of victory! This is a pie that declares 'I did better than you!' and he'll remember that with every single, delicious bite!" Removing his hand from his hip, he punctuated each statement- and his last four words- with a flare of his fingers.

_You're crazy and why I am surprised? _Hiccup wondered. He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow skeptically. "Is this about the trade agreements with the Shivering Shores tribe?"

"Yes! I got for _my_ tribe the better concessions than Stoick got for _his_ tribe. Therefore, I win!"

Hiccup almost rolled his eyes. The Shivering Shores had separate agreements with Berk and with Berserker- everyone did, for even if they were sister tribes they still were not a single community- but for the sake of convenience and as a courtesy Stoick had invited their chief to Berk at a time when Dagur would be present. And, yes, the renewed agreement Dagur had negotiated for the Berserkers was more profitable than Berk's. But Dagur was ignoring that Berserker, as a larger tribe, had more leverage when it came to trade and that Stoick hadn't done poorly by Berk whatsoever.

"You know what I think?" Hiccup asked.

"What do you think?" Dagur cooed, apparently expecting something coy and sultry in reply- probably something along the lines of, "Whenever you out-muscle my father it makes me hot and I insist you rip off my clothes right now", not realizing that thinking about Stoick had the absolute opposite effect on Hiccup.

"I think you don't know how to deal with the fact that my father is _over_ us being married and regularly having sex. It doesn't bother him anymore! At least, he no longer gets drunk because of it. So you have to find something else to do to irritate him and convince yourself it works, because you could not bear it if you became incapable of annoying Stoick the Vast."

"That- that's- no- I-" Dagur sputtered and then whined, "Hiiiiiccup!"

_So attractive_, Hiccup thought sardonically and almost snickered. "Aww, you poor nervous little Nadder. You know I like you. Come here."

Dagur huffed and set down the pie. Hiccup stood up as he approached and reached for his shoulder, pulling him into a kiss. Before drawing apart, he nuzzled the side of Dagur's face. The other man's cheek was smooth against his- Dagur shaved religiously each day, which was something Hiccup didn't quite understand when every other capable Viking male was proud to sport the longest, bushiest beard he could manage. But if that was what pleased Dagur, then that was what pleased Hiccup.

"How are the kids?" Dagur asked, now smiling again.

"As quiet and docile as Gronckle hatchlings- so they really must be asleep," he answered. "Toothless is staying upstairs again. Where's Thordis?"

Thordis really was an excellent name for a Skrill- which was why Hiccup would never tell Dagur that Stoick had once had a mount named Thornado.

Dagur shrugged. "Eh. She goes where she wants."

"Uh-huh," Hiccup enunciated, setting his jaw tightly.

Now was not the time to start an argument, but Dagur really ought to know where Thordis was. Perhaps not her precise location, but he ought to have some idea. Hiccup always knew Toothless' whereabouts just as Astrid could at any time call upon Stormfly or Stoick could count on Skullcrusher to be near when there was need. But Dagur, despite how he'd pined and pleaded and pledged he'd accept no dragon but a Skrill, had never truly bonded with Thordis. It was as if simply having a Skrill was enough for the man, which surprised Hiccup given that dragon riding was the very thing Dagur had launched a war over. Yes, Dagur rode Thordis- most of the time, when he wasn't trying to piggyback on Toothless- and Thordis listened to Dagur- more or less, although she always obeyed Hiccup- but the two's partnership felt more like a pleasant business arrangement than deep friendship.

_If it's what makes them happy... _Hiccup tried telling himself. Not every rider and dragon was like him and Toothless.

"I guess we'll head back to Berserker next week," Dagur remarked, cutting into his thoughts. "We should return soon. I mean, I'm sure Nott is doing a fine job taking care of the island, but..."

"Yeah, I know. It's fine," Hiccup answered, wondering why the other man felt a reminder was necessary.

They had two homes, one on each island, and they constantly swapped between them. Staying in place for a month or so was the arrangement they preferred, but sometimes only a week would pass before something on the other island tugged them back. The shuffle was necessary, unavoidable. Dagur was the chief of his people, Hiccup would one day take Stoick's place. Neither of them could neglect their birth tribe even if it was for their husband's sake, and so this was the compromise.

Half a day's journey to or fro on dragon back- that wasn't so bad, but through consistency it became wearying. And someday, Hiccup knew, it would become difficult indeed to hold the family together. Right now if an emergency arose on Berserker, Hiccup could easily pick up and follow Dagur. That might no longer be possible once Hiccup became chief of Berk. Duty to their tribes might split them apart again and again. Hiccup believed with his whole heart that their marriage was worth enduring such trials, but he wished their circumstances could be simpler.

"Is it fine? Is there some reason that, I don't know, maybe we should stay a little longer? Not push things?"

"Huh?" Hiccup gave him a puzzled look. "Dagur, what are you talking about?"

"Well, uh, it's almost the full moon, right?"

"Uh-huh. Yeah, it is," he agreed, wondering if he'd have to tease the explanation out of Dagur.

"And before the full moon is when you usually... I mean, I've been counting the days..."

_Oh, what? Really?_ Hiccup almost groaned as he realized what Dagur was chattering so nervously about. He found the fact that Dagur had been keeping track a bit intrusive, but maybe he shouldn't. The other man was, after all, his husband.

"First of all, flying has never played a factor in this," he said. That really annoyed him, Dagur suddenly thinking he should be treated delicately. "And second..."

He stopped and looked down at the table. How did he feel about this? Disappointed, but also a little relieved. He hadn't changed his mind, but he had decided it could wait. Dagur, however, he knew would not take the news so well.

Softly, he said, "It didn't happen."

"Oh."

"Yeah. But... listen. I've been thinking a lot about this and maybe this isn't a bad thing. Maybe we should-"

"It's my fault, isn't it?"

Hiccup's head shot up. Perhaps one of them was at "fault" in a sense, but they would never be able to determine who and it wasn't a moral failing or lack of effort. And why should Dagur automatically blame himself? It didn't make sense, yet here Dagur was with his head bowed shamefully, as if he'd let Hiccup down.

"Hey, now," Hiccup murmured. He pressed his hand against Dagur's cheek and gently tilted the other man's head upward. Dagur flinched as their eyes made contact, but Hiccup smiled, determined to banish his unnecessary sense of grief. "Why ever would you think that? This has always easy for us in the past- terrifyingly easy, actually. I don't know what's changed, but I'm not worried either. If it's going to happen, it will happen. And if it doesn't, we're already happy, Dagur. Don't you think?"

Dagur leaned into Hiccup's hand, sighing softly. "Yes. But I want... I just want so badly..."

Why did it sometimes feel like Dagur still longed desperately for the things he already had, mystifyingly unaware his dearest wishes had been granted to him? Or was Hiccup misreading things? He rubbed the scrap of cloth around his finger. No, Dagur knew Hiccup loved him. Dagur just wouldn't be Dagur if he didn't have the impulse to overreach himself.

"It could still happen," Hiccup said, "We're still going to try. But maybe it's not such a bad thing it hasn't happened yet."

"Huh?" Now it was Dagur's turn to be confused. "I don't understand."

Hiccup reached for his belt and pulled out an old journal that he had tucked into its hip pocket. Judging that the table was clean enough, he set down the book and flipped it open. Inside, instead of bound pages, was a massive, thickly-folded bundle of papers that had been glued together to form one giant sheet. Hiccup carefully unfolded it and spread it across the table's surface.

"It's a map!" Dagur exclaimed, studying it. He leaned close, fingers hovering just over the paper. Always respectful of Hiccup's work, he knew better than to touch something that might be delicate. "That's Berk. There's Dragon Island, Thor's Rock... And then this..." His hand swooped towards the edge of the map. "This is what's beyond the archipelago?"

"The start of it. There's a whole world beyond our islands. Toothless and I, we kept flying out to the edge, for days at a time. It drove Dad crazy. 'Hiccup, you've got to...'"

He stopped.

_"__Hiccup, you've got to settle down. A chief doesn't go chasing the wind whenever the whim strikes him. He knows his responsibilities. Whatever's out there, it's too far away to matter. You need to be thinking of your future..."_

And hadn't Stoick gotten his wish? "Settling down" was a good way to describe what Hiccup had done with Dagur.

"Well, don't stop there! I love to hear irritated Stoick stories!" Dagur exclaimed gleefully.

"Oh, uh, it's not..." Hiccup shook his head. "Dad told me this wasn't a hobby that a chief could have. And he was right. Exploration is something Toothless and I love, but we knew we wouldn't be able to do it forever. We were taking advantage of the time we had, before our responsibilities became too demanding. Eventually, that moment came and we set this aside."

Dagur looked at Hiccup uneasily. "Did that please you?"

Was it truly necessary for Dagur to state the question that way? There were certain phrases Hiccup never wanted to hear from the other man. He never, ever wanted to be called _máni minn_ again.

"I accepted it," he said. "What could I do to change it? I love my people. And I love my children. I love you."

Dagur's mouth opened slightly. He gave a shallow gasp and then frowned. "You gave this up ten years ago, didn't you?"

_Oh, Dagur_, Hiccup thought sadly, wishing the other man hadn't realized that in quite this manner. Ten years ago had been the revival of the treaty- and the kinship exchange, in which Hiccup had become pregnant with Fury and Skrill.

"You didn't take this away from me, Dagur," he said insistently. "And you didn't make it happen sooner. I was engaged to Astrid when you showed up, remember? I was planning to have a baby soon. It's good you came along when you did or it might have been someone else's baby." He laughed nervously and added, "You wouldn't have wanted that to happen!"

Dagur's lips twitched into an awkward smile. "As long as it was your baby..."

"Um..." Maybe Dagur meant that to be romantic, but Hiccup found it desperate. "My point is, you've got no reason to feel bad about this, okay?"

"Okay."

Suddenly, Hiccup felt wretched. He couldn't tell if Dagur was speaking honestly or saying whatever he thought was necessary to appease Hiccup.

_No, stop it_, he told himself. _Stop worrying. It's not like it was. Dagur doesn't do that anymore. He tells me the truth now._

"I'm glad you understand," he said. "I dug this out of my archive chest a few weeks ago and I realized, well, a lot's changed in ten years. The Outcasts are long gone, I no longer have to worry about your people trying to war with mine-"

Dagur beamed at him and said, "It's all because of you. You're wonderful, Hiccup."

"No, no, it's because of you, too. You're kind of amazing, too, Dagur," he insisted and reached over the table to squeeze his hand. "So there's that, and there's also that I'm no longer the only one who can handle a dragon crisis, and the kids are older. I can leave home without worrying some disaster is going to swallow up everything because I'm not there to deal with it. It's an opportunity, Dagur, and I want to take it."

"You want to fill in more of the map."

"Yes. What do you think?"

"Well..." Dagur frowned and looked conflicted. "How is this going to work if we're trying to... well, I guess we could juggle both. Yeah. We could do that, definitely!"

No, they couldn't. Not with the plan Hiccup intended. "We'll stop trying, at least for a little while. I haven't changed my mind, I just think we should wait a bit. Is that alright?"

Dagur blinked, but then answered hurriedly, "Yes, of course. That's your call. I'd never insist."

"Doesn't stop you from wanting," Hiccup pointed out, though he did so charitably.

"Eh heh..." He scratched the back of his head, looking sheepish. "Well... maybe I don't have the most realistic ideas some of the time..."

_I see you've mastered the art of understatement_, Hiccup thought wryly. Most of Dagur's dreams were crazy- but some of them had turned out to be quite beautiful. _Like this little dream of you and me. _

With his left thumb, he rubbed the cloth over his ring finger.

"So, what do you think?" he asked again.

Dagur sighed, looking at him both proudly and dreamily. "You always have the best ideas, Hiccup. No one else would think about doing something like this! That's what I love about you. That and... would you like a list?"

"I don't need a list," Hiccup said, feeling his cheeks heat. They were alone and yet Dagur's efflorescent praise still embarrassed him. "I need to know you understand what I'm suggesting. I said Toothless and I used to go for days at a time. That's not going to cut it anymore. We've been as far as we can go within that time limit. We need longer."

"So... a week? Two weeks? At a time?" Dagur questioned. He looked concerned again.

_Hooboy_, Hiccup thought, bracing himself. "I wasn't thinking of taking multiple trips. I want to do it in one burst and I was thinking... uh... six months?"

"_Six months?!_" Dagur screeched, looking horrified.

"Oh, hey," Hiccup sputtered, cringing. "It does sound crazy when you say it that way."

"Six months?" he repeated. Then he lost it again and shouted, "Six months!"

"Dagur, listen-"

"You can't leave for six months!" he exclaimed flinging out his hands. "What if something happened! What if we need-"

"I just explained why you don't me!" Hiccup answered, beginning to feel desperate. He had known Dagur wouldn't be happy with the suggestion. He'd know the other man would have a moment of shock and then become frantic. But he hadn't anticipated his own sense panic that would arise in response to that. He wanted this deeply, he realized, and he was scared that Dagur would find a way to talk him out of it, either through guilt or simply outright fighting against it. "You'll be okay-"

"No, I won't! And what about the kids? What about Fury and Skrill and Oswald and-"

"And who? We've only got three and they're all old enough to handle it! Dad left me for months at a time trying to find Dragon Island-"

"That was your dad! Who cares about Stoick? He could drop off a cliff-"

"_Excuse _me? _I_ care about my dad! And you're getting way-"

A sudden growl from the stairs silenced both of them. Hiccup turned and saw Toothless glaring at them angrily. They were being too loud, enough to wake the kids, which was how they had invoked the Night Fury's ire.

Hiccup crossed his arms, hugging himself, and frowned. He hadn't thought that he and Dagur would argue. He'd thought Dagur might try, but he had expected his own head to stay level.

_I really want this._ And he was convinced he could have it, but unless he persuaded Dagur of the same, pursuing it would be to abandon the other man. That was unacceptable. He couldn't bear to hurt Dagur so, which meant he couldn't afford to lose this fight.

"Let's go outside," he suggested. He didn't think their arguing would escalate- they never raised their voices higher than this- but a change of scenery might help both of their perspectives.

Gloomily, Dagur followed him out the front door. Thordis was sleeping in the side stable attached to the house. Hiccup wished he'd known she was there. He would have invited her inside, although it was a fifty-fifty chance she would have accepted. Dagur was right that she did as she pleased and he consoled himself thinking that if Thordis had truly wanted to sleep in the house, she would have scratched at the door or the hatch.

Built onto the side of the house was a ladder, another feature now standard in Berkian construction. Hiccup began to climb it; when he was halfway up, he heard Dagur clambering behind him. At the top, Hiccup kept to his hands and knees, carefully making his way across the roof, and then sat. He looked to his side to see Dagur settle an arm's length away from him. The other man hugged his knees and rested his chin on them, looking morosely out into the night.

_Did I really blindside you with this? _

Maybe it was the double whammy of the map and Hiccup wanting to shelve their other plan for a time. Dagur could be frightfully uncomplicated in his needs. Beyond Berserker, Hiccup and the children were his life. Was that okay? But family should be important. And what was Hiccup's life beyond Berk, Dagur, and the kids? Other family and friends. And Toothless, of course, but that was different. Toothless came just after himself. Most of the time, he lumped Toothless in _with_ himself.

_Maybe Dagur's not uncomplicated. Maybe _I'm_ complicated._

Okay, maybe, but that didn't solve this problem. As insights went, it seemed a particularly useless revelation.

He tilted his head up and stared into the sky. The stars blinked in and out as black shapes whooshed over his head- other riders and their dragons savoring the night. Hiccup smiled. It had been years since anyone had cried alarm at an unknown shape prowling in the dark, now it was "Hello? Just passing by, are you?" if someone was really curious. The shadow of a dragon crossing the moon was a common sight.

"You wish you were up there right now, don't you?" Dagur suddenly asked.

Hiccup shook his head. "No."

Many nights, yes. But right now, he'd feel much better if Dagur would sidle over and put his arm around him.

"I don't understand. I thought you were happy. I thought..."

Hiccup looked back at Dagur and saw the other man still hunched over in misery.

"I am happy," Hiccup insisted. "You make me very happy. This is something else entirely, Dagur. Haven't you ever looked at the horizon and wondered what's just beyond it? Can't you _feel_ that wonder inside you, like it's a living thing?"

"Sort of. Everyone sort of does," Dagur admitted and then sighed. "Of course. I'm so stupid. We're talking about you, Hiccup, and you're different. You're so different. Of course, you'd go after it just to see it." Strangely, he sounded proud.

"Who knows what's out there? And knowing I have a chance to learn whatever that is..." Why should he wait for Dagur to make the move he wanted? He scooted over towards the other man and took up his hand, squeezing it affectionately. "It's because of you I have this second chance. Our home is safe because you've helped make it that way. But I should clarify it's not only a second chance. It's my last chance."

Confused, Dagur turned his head and met Hiccup's eyes with concern.

Hiccup continued, "The threats Berk faced are gone, but my responsibilities haven't changed. I don't like to think about this, but I don't know how much longer my dad will stay chief. When the time comes, I can't ask my people to wait. If I don't do this now, I may never get to. This could be it."

"I couldn't wait to be chief. I couldn't wait to conquer everything..." Dagur stopped and shrugged. "You're not like me. You won't it screw up. You'll be a great chief."

"Thanks. But that's not really what we're talking about."

Dagur turned away, staring forward again. "Six months. That's so long..."

"It has to be. If it's not, I won't have enough time to accomplish anything. I know I can't see the entire world. I just want to see as much as possible. But Dagur..." Hiccup took in a breath and waited for the Berserker to face him again before continuing. "Six months and that is it. I mean it. My life is with you. I don't want to change anything. I only want a little time to chase this before I have to set it aside for good."

Lowering his gaze, Dagur said, "You'll be very unhappy if you don't do this."

_And you'll be very unhappy without me_, Hiccup thought, crestfallen. He'd made a promise. Their fates, hitched together, to share joy and to share sorrow- not to create sadness for each other.

"If you think it's too long, if it would be too difficult, I'll..."

He hesitated, his throat clenching. He would give it up, if Dagur said no? Could he truly make that offer and then not burn with resentment if Dagur accepted it?

_I'm a terrible husband. I promised to make you happy. It's not fair that only you should make me happy. I-_

It was like the sun splitting through the clouds when Dagur smiled at him. He leaned forward to kiss Hiccup's forehead and then said, "Go. Find the edge of the world. I couldn't bear to come between you and anything you want. I'd hate myself if I kept you from your dream."

"But what about you?" Hiccup asked. "Will you really be okay?"

"Yeah. I mean, it's not going to be the easiest thing. I'd stay with you every waking moment if I could. But I'll have the kids. And you'll be coming back to me, right?"

"Are you crazy? Of course," Hiccup teased. He snuggled against Dagur, pulling the other man's arm over his shoulder, and then pressed his own hand to Dagur's chest. "No matter where I go, my heart is right here, _dagr minn_. It will always be with you."


	3. Chapter 2

**Chapter Two**

_Four months later..._

As she flew on Stormfly, scanning the clouds for a flash of lightning or purple wing, Astrid remembered something her aunt had once said, that at time she had thought couldn't possibly be true.

"Sometimes, little battle axe, the worst thing in the world is to get what you want."

_Yeah, whatever, Aunt Gunnur_, Astrid had thought then, when she had been eight-years-old and certain as a stone that she could beat her way to anything she wanted.

A little over ten years ago, that belief- and all of her major life plans- had come crashing down on her with a roar. Looking back, she could not be more grateful that had happened. It was her brother-in-law who had gotten his dream come true and who was, right now, a sobbing wreck.

"This is all my fault! How could I let this happen? Hiccup is going to kill me!" Dagur wailed- right into his sister Nott's ear as he rode behind her on dragon Helbane's back. Astrid saw her wince.

"He can't kill you if he's not here," Nott insisted, a note of impatience in her tone.

"If he finds out, he'll never come back to me! He'll tell Stoick to put my head on a spike! He should put my head on a spike! I let this happen!"

Astrid shot Nott a sympathetic look. Dagur was in a mood. She'd call it a tantrum, except he wasn't angry. He'd fallen into a rather vocal anguish, one that was undignified even for him.

Patiently- because, among this trio, she was the one with the longest temper- she said to Dagur, "You're probably panicking over nothing. So Fury and Skrill took Thordis for a ride. This isn't the first time they've done this. We'll find them. And they're your kids. If they run into any trouble- well, they're more trouble than it's worth, honestly!"

She hadn't meant to end her statement so awfully, it had simply popped out of her, and Nott gave her a narrow-eyed look.

Dagur cried, "No, they're Hiccup's kids! They're his precious little babies! Waaaugh..."

_If they're Hiccup's precious ones, then why isn't Hiccup here?_ Astrid wanted to retort- but the person she wanted to fling that question at was not Dagur, it was his absent husband.

She'd always thought Dagur would snap one day, but she had expected it to be followed with a roaring rampage and rolling bloody heads, not this. Not him weeping and warbling until he was sick and exhausted.

This was entirely Hiccup's fault.

She hadn't married Hiccup. As the years had passed, she'd begun thanking the gods she hadn't married Hiccup. But she had married Nott, who was Dagur's sister, and shortly after that Dagur had become Hiccup's husband. Their lives remained linked and she was often on the periphery of whatever petty drama Hiccup managed to exacerbate, because now they were family.

_"I wish they hadn't wed_,_"_ Nott had confessed to her once. _"I'm worried it'll make things worse for Dagur."_

It had. Dagur had reconstructed his entire identity around being Hiccup's spouse. He had rooted his full sense of self-worth upon how well he kept Hiccup satisfied.

And then Hiccup had _left_.

Temporarily, yes. Hiccup was due back in two months' time. Separation over half a year would be difficult on any couple, but Astrid had watched Dagur's mental state slide down a disturbing decline. And then this had happened. Fury and Skrill, whom Dagur regarded as little living talismans of his and Hiccup's love, had gone missing and Dagur had lost it.

Hiccup should have damn well been here. He should be the one trying to calm Dagur out of his frenzy as they rode together on Toothless' back. In fact, if Hiccup had been here, Thordis probably wouldn't have flown off with the twins in the first place- because Thordis obeyed Hiccup, but regarded Dagur's authority capriciously, and that was because Dagur had never really trained Thordis. By the time he'd gotten his oh-so vaunted Skrill, he was too enamored with Toothless for being Hiccup's dragon and would rather ride and coo over the Night Fury than any mount of his own.

As much as Astrid wanted to shake Dagur for it, she wanted to slap Hiccup for somehow not realizing any of this. When you married someone, you acknowledged the fact that you wielded tremendous influence over your partner's happiness. Hiccup should have perceived what his flying over the edge of the horizon would do to Dagur. He should have known that Dagur wouldn't be able to handle his absence.

If Hiccup couldn't accept how deeply his actions affected Dagur, then he never should have taken the Berserker chief as husband.

* * *

><p>Eret, son of Eret, had done many things of which he was not proud. But pride, so life had taught him, was a liability. Survival demanded ruthlessness, either one's own or bowing to another's. He knew his measure and that he was no conqueror. His place was in the protection of a stronger man's shadow and that came at a cost: service, obedience, results. He was alive, while many proud men and women he had known were very much dead.<p>

So what if he would always choose a dirty fight over a fair one and he'd rather stab a man in the back than look his enemy in the face? That wasn't cowardice, that was common sense, and it went a long way towards keeping a body together and breathing.

But he had never murdered children.

He should be happy, quite pleased with himself. Today he and his trackers had landed an unbelievable catch: a Skrill! Eret had thought those beasts as extinct as Night Furies, but easy as he could wish, one had flown past his scouting ship as if it were no rarer than a Hideous Zippleback or a Hotburple. Taking it down had been a simple matter, too. Under most circumstances, throwing a net at a Skrill was a waste of rope; anything that burned could be set aflame by a blast of its lightning. But that lightning was conducted throughout a Skrill's entire body and would fry anything touching it- something this Skrill was smart enough to know. And this particular Skrill had been carrying riders. It had fought Eret and his men with teeth and claw, but it hadn't dared used its deadliest attack, not when that would have been dire for the two little girls that had been clinging to its back.

Those girls were why, back at the outpost, Eret had felt no reluctance placing the Skrill in one of the fortress' metal-lined pits. He'd simply stuck the girls in there with it, deciding they were as good as any chain-yank or spear-jab to convince it to behave.

They were a mystery, those girls and their Skrill. Before now, Eret had only heard of one lunatic on dragonback and he didn't quite believe those tales of a feral madman that harassed other dragon trappers. Dragons could become docile in captivity, but in the wild they were always ferocious. Why hadn't the Skrill _eaten_ those children? Eret's guess was that it was a captive and the children had bonded with it, not seeing the difference between their father's kept monster and their mother's pampered kitten.

"You better let us out!" one of the children demanded shrilly. "Or when our da gets here-"

"There are scarier things in this world than your dad," Eret retorted, wondering why he bothered replying to an obviously idle threat- wondering why he bothered talking to the children at all.

"Oh no, there isn't! You haven't met our da! And you haven't met our dad! He's the dragon master and he and Dragon-Dad will-"

"I see your parents never taught you not to make up stories. A healthy imagination isn't going to get you out of this. Maybe if you behave, that will."

Now there was an empty promise. Ultimately these children's fate wouldn't be decided by Eret. He held them because otherwise it would require nightmarish effort to keep the Skrill contained, but within a few days he would make a delivery to Drago, who could control the creature by other means. Drago would have no use for the children.

It would be quick- or at least, it would be efficient. Drago never gave mercy, but he preferred things to be neatly done.

Eret turned and walked away, clasping his hands behind his back and pacing slowly, as if he were completely relaxed and the worst that could be said of him was that he was bored. He trusted his men, but it was never a good policy to show any weakness to the ones below you- the ones above you, that was different. It was a precarious act to appear strong enough to serve but not to challenge.

Why did those two children trouble him so much, he questioned, because he wanted to convince himself that he was being foolish. No, he'd never seized a child and personally shed one's blood, but simply through causation he bore responsibility for the deaths of hundreds of children. That was something pleasantly easy to forget when so rarely did he have to watch what Drago did with the many dragons Eret had supplied over the many years. He didn't want to become haunted by those children now. It wasn't as if he had any other path open to him- not one that left him alive, not one that could make any difference. Even if he were still the sort of man who harbored romantic nonsense about a flashy, noble death in the name of virtue, no blow he could strike would accomplish anything. Drago Bludvist's great war machine would grind on.

Besides, who could say that Drago was wrong? The world was a messy, ugly place and nobody was going to change that by asking politely. People were weak and stupid. Eret was sometimes weak, but he tried to be clever. It wasn't smart to worry about these children. No one would thank him for it, least of all the man whom might as well be a god for the power of life and death he commanded over Eret.

By the grace of Drago, he lived.


	4. Chapter 3

**Chapter Three**

Astrid stirred the pot hanging over the fire. The boar in it was Stormfly's kill. Astrid had cleaned it and, after that, the only thing she knew how to do with meat was boil it. Boar stew it was then.

She supposed she should be glad for her foresight to pack some camping gear, but she had honestly thought it wouldn't take more than half a day to find Fury, Skrill, and Thordis. As twilight had fallen, they had agreed it better to find an islet to settle for the night than return to Berserker Island. Astrid's company at the fire was Stormfly and Helbane, settled together side by side and gently nipping at each other like two amiable sisters. Blue and purple, they made a pretty pair. On the other side of clearing, barely within ear-shot, Nott and Dagur spoke in hushed tones. Dagur seemed calmer now, but his distress remained evident and Astrid was now concerned that it was justified.

She had said nothing to Nott or to Dagur, but she had begun to worry. When the girls had run off with Thordis this morning, she had found the situation irritating but nothing extraordinary. Fury and Skrill had inherited the double-whammy of Dagur's wildness and Hiccup's unbridled curiosity. They usually behaved for their Auntie Astrid- because they knew that if they did, Auntie Astrid would let them play with axes- but they were self-confident little terrors that Astrid felt grateful weren't her own. In the past, they'd always been found easily enough, every time complaining that if the adults had simply given them another hour, they would have arrived home on their own. But this time was different. Though Stormfly had caught their scent, providing a definite trail to follow, there was no other sign of them. They might have truly gotten lost and while the archipelago wasn't the endless pool of death traps it had once been, it was still dangerous.

There was also the fact that they were getting to the very edge of Berserker territory, north where it was cold and bitter, and this was land not even Hiccup had explored. He'd always gone south, where it was warmer and there were more likely to be dragons.

Damn Hiccup! Why was her life still tangled around his? There should be a way to get rid of an ex-boyfriend without killing him- but most people's exes weren't the future chief of their tribe. She cursed her past self's ambition. Yes, once upon a time Hiccup had seemed like a genuinely nice guy and she had thought he was cute. She still thought he was smart. But she had also liked the fact that he was the heir of Berk and she had planned on being a very politically-active chief's consort.

So much for that. She couldn't even be war leader now, the position she'd eyed since before she could lift her mother's axe. It wasn't that she was lacking. Stoick the Vast had acknowledged many times she was Berk's finest warrior. Her title was "the Unconquered". But she didn't live on Berk anymore. When she had married Nott, she had done so knowing the other woman was committed to her tribe and to her brother. So Astrid had moved to Berserker Island, but she had kept her allegiance to Berk. The Berserkers had welcomed her, untroubled that she wasn't officially one of them, yet the fact remained that Dagur wasn't her chief. He couldn't place his army or the armada under her command. And Stoick could hardly extend leadership over Berk's soldiers to her when she so rarely was there.

Astrid crossed her arms and rested them on her knees, leaning forward. She had made her choice. She had picked Nott and she was proud of her wife and their daughter, Geira. Aside from herself, she knew of no one who had ever defeated Nott in combat, and it was Nott's guidance that had kept the Berserkers together and strong at home while Dagur had foolishly tossed wave after wave of soldiers and ships at Berk during the war years. Now that the archipelago was at peace, it was still Nott that did most of the work ensuring the day to day business of her tribe marched onward. Dagur... well, he gave rousing speeches and he looked good in his armor and he was married to the great, god-touched hero of Berk. That was why everyone loved Dagur now.

Astrid sighed. What did she want? Her people were at peace, she'd found the _real_ love of her life- would she really trade that back to be war leader? Would it really be worth it for Nott to throw up her hands and let Dagur- and the rest of the Berserkers- hang because Astrid thought her wife didn't get enough recognition for her hard work? No, of course not. Their life was a good one, she should count herself fortunate for the blessings she had.

_Still, sometimes it's hard not to want..._

She looked back at Nott and Dagur. The two siblings continued to speak- softly, and strangely with no gesturing of hands, which meant they were both feeling somber. Then Dagur pulled out the Night's Tooth from his scabbard, rested the blade across his knees, and began polishing it. The sword didn't need it, but Astrid wasn't surprised to see that manifest as a nervous habit. Hiccup had made that sword, so Dagur carried it everywhere he might need a weapon. Just so, strapped onto Dagur's back was none other than Hiccup's original Gronckle iron shield. Hiccup hadn't taken it with him on his expedition, saying he only needed his flame sword, and Dagur had started using it as his own.

_Have you started wearing Hiccup's underwear, too?_ Astrid wanted to ask. Wait, no, she didn't. And she was damn sure the reason Dagur painstakingly shaved every little speck of stubble off his chin each morning was because he had decided he wasn't going to grow a beard if Hiccup couldn't have one, too. People, even normally sane ones, did crazy things for love, but Dagur took it much too far.

At last, Dagur put away his sword. He waved his hand, telling Nott to go, and then lay down on his side. Apparently he had decided that was where he was sleeping for the night, alone in the dirt. Astrid knew Nott would have offered to let him share Helbane's warmth with them, but it came as no great shock that Dagur had refused.

Nott approached Astrid and their two dragons. Her shoulders slumped as she saw the pot over the fire.

"You cooked?" she asked in dismay.

"Hey, someone had to and I didn't think Dagur would be up for it," Astrid replied defensively.

Nott sighed. "Aye, you're right and I'm sure it's… edible, love."

"And because you love me, you will eat every bite," she agreed.

She divided the pot's contents between them and they supped. Stormfly and Helbane had already hunted for their meals and Dagur would eat whenever he bothered to care that he was hungry. A stupid, stubborn rock was that man- only Hiccup could move him. Hiccup could make him dance like a feather on the wind, Astrid thought with another flare of ire.

"I learned something from Dagur this evening," Nott said. "There may be a little more to this latest crack-up than we thought."

_You mean he's not just being himself?_ Astrid thought, but held her tongue. She had learned to watch what she said about him around Nott. She wouldn't want someone speaking of her brothers that way either, so she respected her wife's protectiveness.

"What did he tell you?"

Nott leaned in close, taking a wary glance about, and then said sternly, "This is between you and me. Apparently, before Hiccup left on his fool's caper, they'd been trying to have another baby and it didn't work out."

"What!" Astrid burst. Then she caught herself and lowered her voice. "What? Three kids isn't enough for them?"

One had turned out to be enough for her and Nott. And one was what Hiccup had always told Astrid he wanted, back when they had been young and stupid and lying to themselves. When had Hiccup decided he wanted to staff the armada?

"You know Dagur. He had ambitions for a dozen before he realized each one would be Hiccup's burden. Four is a Skrill's shot limit," Nott said.

Astrid rolled her eyes. "Someone better not tell him that a Night Fury's is six. And Hiccup agreed to that?"

"You would know better than I what goes on in Hiccup's mind."

"No, I really don't know what Hiccup thinks." Wouldn't life be simpler if she did? If _somebody_ did. "Sometimes, despite how weirdly amazing he can be with politics, he's really stupid when it comes to people. So… what are you saying? Dagur's panicking because for the first time, their ridiculous fertility failed to kick in?"

It was no secret the twins had come easily, as they had been born almost nine months to the day that the kinship exchange had been announced on Berserker Island. And it hardly seemed likely Oswald had been planned when Hiccup and Dagur had thrown together their wedding bash in a matter of weeks- and Oswald had come six months later. Astrid didn't ask Hiccup about his habits, but she assumed he'd become religious about taking moonsbane after that.

"I think so," answered Nott. "He's disappointed he couldn't make another and now he's afraid he's lost-"

"He's overreacting!" Astrid hissed and then sighed. What else was to be expected from Dagur? "Oh, Nott, I'm sorry. I'm just so frustrated because sometimes I feel like our lives revolve around them. I know he's your brother and if it were my brother…"

If it were one of her brothers, she honestly didn't know. Her relationships with them were comfortable and she trusted and loved them as family, but she didn't have anything like the closeness between Nott and Dagur. Still, she understood Nott's feelings and wasn't about to suggest Nott act otherwise. Dagur _needed_ Nott- whether Dagur knew that was another matter.

Nott reached out and touched Astrid's cheek. She looked with thankfulness and love into Astrid's eyes. In moments like this, the rest of the world melted away for Astrid. The frustrations of her life compressed into trivialities- they couldn't compete, for she had this.

"Love, I know and I'm sorry. I know it's a strain..."

"Let's do something about it," Astrid insisted. "When Hiccup comes back, let's let Dagur be his problem and _we_ go on vacation this time. Some place with warm, with no people. Maybe no clothes?"

With a snort, Nott said, "We'll not be taking Geira with us then."

"Okay, clothes some of the time. I think our islands can survive without us for a few months."

Unlike some people who had a duty and should know better, Astrid silently added.

Nott looked across the clearing, where Dagur seemed to have lapsed into sleep. Then she turned back to Astrid and sighed, her expression rueful.

"We'll see how matters stand when Hiccup returns."

* * *

><p><em>I promised myself I would never come back to these lands<em>, Valka reflected wistfully. Yet her past, though she carried its ghost in her heart, was something she would never let interfere with her mission. It didn't matter that this trapper outpost skirted the edge of Viking territory. It existed for the same vile purpose as any of the other wretched fortresses she'd infiltrated and abiding its presence would be an injustice.

She and Cloudjumper clung to the shadowed side of the outpost's tower. She could see only one guard patrolling the dragon pits, cruelly undersized cages set into the floor. The other trappers would be standing watch around the outpost's periphery, not expecting any real trouble could come from inside. They ought to know better- they ought to have learned from her past assaults- but each group of trappers, though they all worked for Drago Bludvist, was an independent operation and in close competition with the others. They never shared information, not even warnings. Selfishness and fear made them foolish and cruel.

Silently, Cloudjumper glided to the floor. Valka slid off him and, crouched, crept towards the guard's back. A thwack of her staff against his skull knocked him out cold.

A soft whinny came from the nearest pit. Valka looked into the cage and saw a Snafflefang, chained and muzzled. Its yellow eyes were forlorn, pleading. Instantly Valka's heart went out to it. She extended her hand to touch the soft, sensitive scales under its jaw. How could anyone bear to torment these beautiful creatures? Even if others were not moved by a dragon's physical magnificence, how could they not see the bright soul within? All Valka had to do was look into a dragon's eyes. But she was different, she had come to realize, in a way that divided her from her own kind.

Valka backed away from the cage and looked about. There was no one else in sight and if the unconscious guard had been noticed, an alarm would already have been sounded. She touched Cloudjumper's crest and nodded. Cloudjumper approached the cage, latched his talons through the door's crossbars, and pulled it loose.

The door made a terrible whine as it was ripped from its hinges. As usual, this was the moment all stealth and subtly ended. Valka rose, standing tall, as several shouting men rushed at her. They were confused- and then stunned, stopping short. In darkness especially, Valka's mask and armor gave her a startling appearance, as if a dragon had morphed part way to human shape. Their shock, however, was brief- there was someone they feared much more than her and the thought of what Drago might do to them spurred them to react. One of them sprung forward, meeting her staff with his barbed spear.

"So you are real!" he exclaimed, surprised and angry. "Well, you'll not be having these dragons- not this time! Deranged or not, I'm sure you'll bleed just like any other man!"

_Oh, but I am not like you_, Valka thought, _and that is why I have a very powerful friend!_

She and Cloudjumper had not come alone. The opening of the Snafflefang's cage had been a signal. Near a dozen other dragons descended from the sky, pulling open doors and slicing off locks, breathing out mist and fire to scare and disorient the trappers. And these were merely Valka's helpers.

The king was coming.

The planks of the outpost trembled as the ocean churned- as he arose. He soared out from the water, terrible in his wrath and beautiful in his bearing. This wasn't the first time that the sight of the Bewilderbeast had stolen Valka's breath and set her heart flying, overjoyed that the world contained such glory. Rearing up, the Bewilderbeast's tusks and wings blotted out the stars. For a moment, the moon rested among the many fingers of his crest. Then, bellowing, he released a spray of ice.

The trappers screamed as the Bewilderbeast's arctic breath smashed through their fortress, spikes raising platforms dangerously high, turrets obliterated in a shower of planks and splinters. This, the utter wreckage of men's instruments of war, was the only type of destruction Valka valued and she prized it highly, but she had no time to watch. She kicked away the man who had challenged her- easy enough, for he'd become gobsmacked at the Bewilderbeast's arrival- and ran towards the next cage. It was her duty to see that every last dragon here was freed and escaped to safety.

Cage after cage she and Cloudjumper ripped open. There were not many left- each dragon they released had been all too eager to bestow the same good fortune on another- and quickly Valka came to the last one. Yet once the door was off, the dragon inside did not stir. Concerned, she lowered herself to peer inside.

For a moment she did not recognize what she beheld. She had never seen one before, not alive, but she had seen pictures. The images had been stylized drawings of a curled lizard with massive wings, bristled in spikes from head to down the spine- and that was accurate in a sense she realized. But like most Vikings' renderings of dragons, the sketches had never shown how it was beautiful.

"Skrill," she breathed, the first word she had spoken in this place. Usually during a rescue, she said nothing at all.

How in Heimdallur's sight had these trappers managed to capture a Skrill? She had feared they were extinct, now a thing only of the Berserker tribe's legends. This one before her could well be the last of its kind. Was that why, when all the others had greeted freedom with gladness, this dragon seemed nervous? When one already was alone, that made it harder to trust. Determined, Valka held out her hand. The Skrill looked at her warily and its wing fluttered. The motion was not a flap, it was something else moving from beneath the wing.

Valka gave a start as two new, small faces peaked at her- human faces. Children. There were two children in the pit with the Skrill! She was aghast. How had this come to be? Was Drago ordering his trappers to capture children now? What new evil did he intend?

Valka reached for her mask. She was loath to remove it here, but there was no helping it. She would not leave the children behind and they had to move quickly.

"Come with me," she said, hoping they understood Norse. "I will bring you somewhere safe."


	5. Chapter 4

**Chapter Four**

"Have we ever seen a sunrise like this?" Hiccup asked. He leaned back against Toothless, who had served his pillow last night, and stretched his limbs. Yawning, he shook off the last traces of slumber. "We should sleep outside more often."

Abruptly, Toothless lurched out from under him, dropping Hiccup backwards into the grass. He was already seated, so it wasn't much of a fall, but it gave him a jolt. The next thing he knew, Toothless' nose was sniffing his face and then prodding his middle, rubbing him with insistent affection. Hiccup laughed.

"Calm down there, bud! I love you, too."

Toothless brayed at him happily.

Hiccup sat up. He was glad to see Toothless so chipper and energetic. He had worried the Night Fury would be discontent thanks to their change in plans. He had asked Dagur for six months to explore beyond the archipelago, for him and Toothless to fly as far as they could and see as much as possible. He had looked forward to the opportunity not only to fill in the map, but to rigorously test his flight suit. And he had hoped- although he'd been too uncertain of the possibility to mention it to anyone but Toothless- that they might find another Night Fury.

Many more pages had been glued to the map. In that, they had succeeded and Hiccup felt a sense of accomplishment, even though there remain blank, unknown spaces that would always tantalize him. But the flight suit had quickly been set aside. Right now Hiccup wasn't even wearing it and its most important accessories, the flame sword and its spare cartridges, were in his satchel. And they had found nothing, not so much as a blurry paw print or curiously dark scale, to suggest a Night Fury lived anywhere near the path they'd flown across the landscape.

Now, after four months- two months earlier than planned- they were returning home.

_We did what we could_, he thought, wrapping his arms around himself. Then he smiled._ I'm not really unhappy about this. So as long as Toothless is happy, too..._

Toothless darted his tongue out and licked Hiccup's face. Hiccup groaned in disgust and ran his sleeve over himself, wiping away as much of the gluey spit as possible. "Toothless! That does not wash out!"

The Night Fury warbled a laugh. Yes, Toothless was happy, even if their agenda had been cut short.

If Hiccup sat any longer, he would only continue to be the target of Toothless' sloppy affection. He stood and again studied the spectacular view. This island was raised like the sea stacks near Berk, placing them well above the ocean. Today the water was crisp and clear, a deep blue that contrasted vibrantly to the blazing orange of the morning's sun. Where the light touched the waves, there it kissed the ocean with fire and the water shimmered with gold.

The richness of the color and splendor of the light Hiccup might be able to capture with his mind, but he never could with paper and ink. Wistfully, what he wanted was to wrap this moment like a present and give it to Dagur. That he'd miss the other man was something he had expected, but he'd been surprised how consistently Dagur had been in his thoughts- how every time he had stumbled upon some new wonder, he had wished Dagur were there to see it, too.

It would have been impossible, of course, for Dagur to accompany him. The only time it had ever been permissible for Dagur to part with Berserker Island for so long had been the months he'd spent on Berk for the kinship exchange, and even then his people could have easily reached him by boat or Terror mail. But maybe someday...

_You told Dagur you would put this aside and now you're planning how to do it again?_ he questioned himself.

He ran his thumb over the cloth around his ring finger. That someday would require Fury and Skrill to be older- much older, mature enough that they could take over their tribes for a time. Suddenly, Hiccup smiled. Perhaps in ten years, maybe a bit less, the girls would be ready for trail runs acting as interim chief, while Hiccup and Dagur rode Toothless and Thordis off beyond the horizon. They wouldn't be able to leave home for months on end, so exploring unknown lands couldn't be their goal, but now Hiccup's map had marked dozens of new islands, each with their own treasures and mysteries. It was a glowing thought that someday he would get to share them with the man he loved.

_But there's still a whole lot of future between now and someday_, he thought and rubbed his stomach.

"Breakfast time, bud," he called. It would probably be fish- again- since that was the easiest thing for Toothless to rustle up in the wilds. Another reason to look forward to getting back. Hiccup longed to have something, _anything_, else for sustenance. "Then we better get going. We're not that far from home."

* * *

><p><em>"It's another pretty mess you've found, Val."<em>

_ "Well, you wouldn't want things to get dull now, would you?"_

Cloudjumper brushed his head against Valka's arm, gently pushing her out from the well of her memories. He always could tell when she brooded over the past. His intuition didn't surprise her. He was, after all, the other half of her soul. The moment she had met him, she had felt an unknown part of her awaken, felt a completeness that only later she had fully understood. But that night had otherwise been painful for her, as she had been forced to leave behind the two people most precious to her heart.

She could have gone back. She had chosen not to. She was meant to be with Cloudjumper and meant for this life. The person she was now could never have existed had she remained with Stoick, and she lacked within her what was necessary to make him happy.

But about her sweet baby, she would always wonder. She thought of Hiccup constantly. Dreamed of, was more the truth. Hiccup had not yet spoken her first word when Valka had left, meaning she knew nothing of her daughter as a person. So small, so frail at birth- had Hiccup ever outgrown that? What sort of woman was she? Valka could only imagine.

_I left her behind. I have the right only to imagine, nothing more._

Cloudjumper was right that she ought to stop thinking upon this; it was torment and she needed her mind sharp for the matter at hand.

Last night's campfire had long since burned itself out. In the morning light, Valka looked across the fire pit to her current "pretty mess": the two girls and the Skrill she had rescued. All three were asleep, the girls snuggled together in such a way that revealed a close friendship if not kinship, the Skrill's wing draped over them like a blanket. Valka didn't question her decision to rescue them. Of course it had been the right thing to do. They were children and until they were shaped, children were innocent. She believed this with certainty, for she knew how dragons regarded little ones. But they were a problem, made doubly so by their origins.

One girl, the shorter of the two, had braided red hair and wore a studded vest and spike-covered skirt, all in shades of brown. Even if Valka hadn't recognized the style, the Skrill painted on her belt buckle cast away any uncertainty; the child was of the Berserker tribe. The second girl, whose dark hair was loose in a wild tangle, was dressed quite differently. Her clothing lacked her companion's pointy bits and was more colorful, a green shirt and blue skirt. She wore a fur vest, onto it pinned a bright silver badge with a symbol Valka didn't recognize: some kind of dragon, one with a smoother silhouette than most, rendered all in black except for half of its tail wing, which was red. What touched Valka with a sense of dread was the leather bag at the girl's hip; burned onto its flap was unmistakably the Berk crest.

Though she had met Oswald the Agreeable during the annual treaty renewals, the Berserkers would have no reason to remember Valka. But Berk? They would not have forgotten. They could not possibly have forgotten their chief's wife snatched right out of his home by a dragon, never to be heard from again. This girl could very well be the granddaughter of an old acquaintance and that put Valka at a very grave risk.

She had been aware of that risk last night. Normally after a rescue, the Bewilderbeast guided all dragons home to his nest, the Sanctuary. Valka had known right away the children could not be taken there. If they saw the Sanctuary, then they could speak of it, and their parents and others of their tribes would know to search for it. That threat Valka could never permit.

Instead, they had landed on the first island at a safe distance from the now wrecked trapper outpost, so Valka could check everyone for injuries. She had been a healer in her past life- she had the natural talent for it and on Berk it had let her bow out of the fighting with no one thinking it shameful. With observation and practice she had learned to translate her skills to dragons.

She had not known quite what to do with the two girls among the horde. They were safe, of course, but they might not know that. She had told them to stay put. They hadn't listened, but she had been surprised by what exactly they had done. They had started to help and not in a well-meant yet clumsy sort of way. They had known exactly how to move their hands and where to place them to soothe the nervous new escapees' anxiety. How could they know these things, Valka had wondered. The Skrill, of course, that must be the answer. Somehow, they'd bonded with it. That worried Valka; she much doubted the girls' parents would be pleased. If it became known, the girls would be punished severely. They might even be shunned.

The Bewilderbeast had led the dragons away, all except Cloudjumper and the Skrill. Valka had wanted the Skrill to go with them- wherever its original home was, it surely was no longer safe there- but it had growled at the suggestion, giving off the tiniest jolt of electrical spark, and had crouched protectively in front of the children. A problem for later, Valka had decided, and told the girls they should sleep.

A problem for now, as dawn finally had come. Valka needed to deliver these children to safety without exposing herself any further. Bad enough these two now knew her face; she could only hope their description alone would not be enough to stir anyone's memory. If she recalled correctly, right now they were much closer to Berserker territory than the isle of Berk. Thank the gods for that small favor. She had never been to Berserker Island, but she was certain she could find it with little trouble. If the non-aggression pact between the tribes remained, then the Berkian girl would be safe there, too. Valka would have to ask the children to be sure; much could have changed in thirty-five years. She would find a forested part of Berserker for her and Cloudjumper to land, stay with the girls just long enough to see them to the lights of the town, and then slip away before another human spotted them.

It would not be easy. The risk of being seen was great and the consequences could be severe, but her alterative was to abandon the children, something Valka found unacceptable. Yet even if she and Cloudjumper disappeared cleanly, the girls surely would gossip of a powerful lady on dragonback who had swooped in to save them. Valka could only pray that typical Viking stone-headedness would prevail- they would never believe anyone could ride a dragon, so they would assume the girls were making up stories. It was Valka's best hope.

Yet what of the Skrill? It could be wild, the girls having met it in the woods and been more curious than afraid, leading to their friendship. Or it could be a Viking captive. Most dragons caught on Berk were killed, but some were dragged into the killing arena's cages for warriors' training or sport. That could be what had happened to this Skrill and the girls had sought to free it, only to fly headlong into a trapper ambush.

What if it was worse, Valka suddenly wondered. As near as they were to Berserker territory, it was likely from there the girls had set off on this ill-fated escapade. The Berserkers boasted proudly that their people had once led chained Skrills into battle, their mighty armada's arrival heralded by dragon-sung lightning. If the Berserkers had found a Skrill, they would do the same again- maybe not for war, especially not if Oswald had left a like-minded heir in charge, but at the least as a show of power. This Skrill could be a Berserker weapon.

Men using dragons as things, as instruments of war- the thought turned Valka's vision red. That was Drago's monstrous way and Odin curse him and anyone else who followed such a path!

_Drago must be coming to these lands_, she realized. _If there's an outpost here, the Vikings are next._

For a moment, she was stricken with panic. But this, she remembered, was no longer her home. This was a land to which she had promised she would never return, a vow she was now breaking for the sake of these girls- but only for them and for the part of her that had never stopped being a mother, nothing else. She had never before warned men that Drago was coming. Appearing anywhere at all- revealing she existed, a vigilante dragon rider- conjured the threat that someone might come looking for her. Someone might find the Sanctuary. No, never- she felt sick after only a moment of contemplating that nightmare. Her sovereign was no chieftain or king; he was the Bewilderbeast, to whom she was loyal because she knew his benevolence and shared his vision of a peaceful world for all dragons. Men only knew how to kill what Valka loved and they would not accept what help she could offer. They preferred their ignorance, even as they writhed in the fires of war.

She would bring these girls to safety and then return to the Sanctuary, never looking back.

Valka waited for the children to rouse naturally from their slumber. The Berserker girl opened her eyes first. They were green; both girls were green-eyed, which had startled Valka last night, even though such a reaction was pure foolishness. Green eyes weren't the rarest thing among Vikings. That her eyes- and Hiccup's- were green, too, meant nothing. As the girl rose she clumsily jabbed her elbow into her companion, causing the second child to wake with a small cry of protest.

"Hey!"

"Sorry, sorry..." the Berserker girl apologized and then looked at Valka. "Got any food?"

Valka almost laughed. Not the politest "good morning", but if that was the girl's first concern then she was recovering well from yesterday's ordeal. Cloudjumper had gone fishing earlier and Valka had already cooked his catch. As breakfast it would not be tasty, but it would suffice.

She gave the girls a few minutes to eat and then asked, "What are your names?"

"Huh?" the Berserker looked confused- which in turned confused Valka, for it was a straight-forward question. "What do you mean? You're one of us, aren't you?"

"What do you mean?" Valka asked.

The Berkian girl, looking surprised, interrupted, "You don't know who we are? I didn't expect those nasty trappers to know, but aren't you from our islands?"

Valka shook her head, wondering why the girl assumed such a thing. Perhaps it was her appearance; she had changed, but she still had the look and color of someone born to these lands.

"Ha!" The girl clapped her hands together, as if this pleased her. "This is new! We never meet anyone who doesn't already know who we are. My name is Fury and this is my sister Skrill."

"The Barbaric Princess!" the other girl added, boasting proudly.

Sisters? Valka doubted that- cousins more likely, for although they looked similar enough that it could be true, they were obviously of different tribes. Likewise, she didn't believe their names. Vikings did not name their children for dragons- which "Skrill" obviously was and she supposed that "Fury" had been shortened from Night Fury. But if the children wanted to play a game, that didn't trouble Valka. She found it charming they'd chosen such aliases for themselves and it also provided a convenient way to conceal her own name.

"Very well," she said. She glanced at Cloudjumper and gave a smile. "You may call me Stormcutter."

"But he's a Stormcutter," Skrill said, pointing.

The girl recognized her dragon? Stormcutters weren't rare, but they weren't as commonly known as Zipplebacks or Nightmares. "His name is Cloudjumper, so it shouldn't be confusing. Does your Skrill have a name?"

"Her name is Thordis," Fury answered. She reached over to pet Thordis' snout. "She's our da's dragon."

The answer disturbed Valka. No one should own a dragon- and among Vikings, individuals did not keep possession of them. Unless... the dragon was, after all, a Skrill, one of these girls was a Berserker, and they had both been surprised she hadn't known them on sight. That suggested they were someone important to their people. Someone like a chief's daughter.

"Who is your da?" she asked cautiously.

"You don't know? This is so weird!" Skrill exclaimed and then laughed wildly. "He's only Dagur the Deranged, the craziest warrior there is and high chief of all the Berserkers!"

Valka almost cursed. She hoped the girl was lying, that this was another part of their game. If she really had rescued a pair of Viking princesses, it would be impossible to escape their tribe's attention- and even more difficult to snatch a prized Skrill away from their chief. But the danger did not change the necessity of it. She must bring the children to safety and she would allow no dragon she had saved to return to bondage.


	6. Chapter 5

**Chapter Five**

Hiccup remembered the first time he had seen Berserker Island. Though its size had been impressive, its buildings had been dull, colored only in muted grays and browns, and covered in hostile spikes. Now, thanks to both the vividly painted houses and the abundance of dragons in the sky, Berserker Island was a festive riot of color. It didn't look exactly like Berk- the Berserkers had their own style and flair- but it was just as much a rainbow and full of celebration.

_Home_, Hiccup thought, a smile coming to his lips. Berserker Island would never supplant Berk in his heart, but this place had become his own as well.

"Well, the armada's in," he observed, glancing at the docks. The ships remained the pride of the Berserkers. Dagur still used them for war games, but now the exercise was never more than sport. "Maybe everyone's here."

No matter where they landed, he and Toothless would set off a flurry of excitement. With that in mind, he settled for the town center, a spot not too far from his house. Of course, no one glancing upward could fail to recognize Toothless; he was one of a kind and his dark shape was particularly distinct in the afternoon sun. The Night Fury touched ground to a rallying cheer from those who happened to be nearby.

"Hiccup- it's Hiccup and Toothless!"

"How was your journey?"

"Did you find any new dragons?"

"Did you make it to the edge of the world?"

If Hiccup tried to answer any of them, he'd end up answering all of them and would be here all day. Laughing nervously, he raised his hands, waving hello but also a polite refusal. Good thing he'd given up on anonymity a long time ago, but his celebrity still startled him. He was the hero of two islands. On Berk, he was the native son who had done his people proud. Here, the Berserkers felt that they had been chosen by him and they considered it a deep honor. Some of their enthusiasm was due to the superstitions surrounding those who walked between the worlds, but much of it was genuine gratitude. He had taught them to live with dragons and had forever changed their world.

Speaking of dragons, a cluster of smaller ones had squeezed through the crowd and were skittering directly for Hiccup. He knew what had them so fascinated and he wasn't ready for that just yet. He held out his hands in front of himself and gently pushed them away.

"It's wonderful to see all of you!" he called. "Where's the chief?"

From the crowd he learned that Dagur had gone with his sister and her wife out on an excursion since, apparently, Fury and Skrill had run off with Thordis again. Hiccup suppressed a groan. This never happened when he was around. Thordis liked Dagur, but when would Dagur impress her with the fact that she should respect his judgment? Not that the girls were innocent either- and again Hiccup acted as a disciplinarian for them much more so than Dagur. More pleasing news was that Oswald was on Berk, spending quality time with Stoick. Hiccup approved. With the girls always garnering so much attention, Hiccup often worried that Oswald felt overlooked. He was glad Dagur and Stoick had arranged something special for the boy.

_So nobody's home_, Hiccup thought. But Dagur should be back soon; it never took long to find the girls and Thordis. Meanwhile, he and Toothless could unpack and get settled before their family returned.

"Alright, I'm going home and... you can all keep this quiet, right? Let's see if we can surprise the chief.

The crowd laughed at that and agreed, although Hiccup doubted a horde of Berserkers could really keep his arrival a secret. Maybe he'd get to surprise Dagur and maybe he wouldn't, but his greater concern- and happiness- was that he would be seeing his husband again soon. He petted Toothless and they trotted towards their family's house. His first order of business would be a bath and then a change of clothes, something more comfortable and looser than he'd worn during the many days of flight.

* * *

><p>Towards Berserker Island, Valka went. There was no helping it. By her estimate, they were half a day's journey from the island. Until they arrived- until Valka, Cloudjumper, and Thordis could finally be off for the Sanctuary- this knot would sit in Valka's stomach. No one else must see her. No one among the Vikings could learn that the dragons had a defender, or she might be forced to fight them as well as Drago.<p>

And if Stoick was alive, he might very well lead the charge under the miserably ironic belief that he was avenging her.

They flew over the sea, Cloudjumper bearing Valka and Thordis carrying the girls. Valka had wanted the children to ride with her, but Thordis had refused to have it any other way. The girls, for their part, were curiously adept at flying, securing themselves with their legs and hands while sitting upright proudly. They'd clearly had practice, but that boded poorly for them; they were from a world where such interest was insanity, if not treason.

It was time to address that, Valka decided, and called out, "Fury, Skrill, I think it best we talk about Thordis."

"What about her?" Fury asked.

"Isn't she pretty?" added Skrill.

Thordis reared her head slightly, preening.

"Once you're back on Berserker, Thordis needs to come with me. It isn't right for your father to keep her chained. I think you know that. That is surely why you freed her. I can help her. I know a place where she'll be safe and happy."

"Huh?" Fury asked. "What are you talking about? Thordis is happy with us."

"Do you truly believe that? That she welcomes her cage and longs for nothing else?"

"What cage? Stormcutter, you have some weird ideas."

"Well, where does your father keep her?" Valka questioned. These girls had communicated so well with the other dragons last night. How could they not understand?

"She stays in the house sometimes. And sometimes she goes in the woods. She's always back in the morning though. She likes Da's cooking, although Dad says he shouldn't feed her so many pies."

"Da says she goes to the woods to look for a mate," Skrill said. "She holds tournaments where all the other dragons compete for her hand- er, her claw- but _none_ of them are worthy of her. But someday, Dragon-Dad is going to swoop in and beat them all up, and they're going to get married and have babies-"

With an exaggerated sigh, Fury said, "They can't make babies. They're not the same species."

"Well, how do you know? Maybe they can crossbreed! They're both Strike class! They're both... lightning-types! Sort of."

"Class has nothing to do with it. And Dragon-Dad isn't interested in Thordis. Dad said so."

_What in Valhalla are they talking about?_ Valka questioned. Tournaments and dragon weddings and fathers- this was more storytelling and she couldn't sort out the truth from the pretend. Why were they spinning tales? For their own amusement seemed an inadequate explanation when they had just escaped a dire situation. More likely, they still did not feel quite safe and this agreed-upon fiction was a means to insulate themselves. But what did they fear? Was it Valka, strange and unknown to them, or some unhappy welcome awaiting them at home?

They flew onward, Valka trying to think of something to say that might tease the truth out of the girls or make them understand that she was serious. From the horizon, a speck flew towards them. It was another dragon. As they neared, Valka saw that it was a huge, purple Monstrous Nightmare, one particularly large even for that species. The Nightmare was not alone; at its side was a lovely, blue-and-pink Deadly Nadder. An odd pair, Valka thought, and then realized something even stranger. Both dragons were bearing riders.

"Stormfly! Stormfly!" Fury and Skrill chanted. "It's Auntie Astrid! Yay!"

_No. This is not good_, Valka thought and pulled down her mask.

The Monstrous Nightmare veered towards them. From above, a male voice snarled, "Fury and Skrill, you will land Thordis _now_!"

_Those are truly their names?_ Valka was jolted, but it was far from the last shock of the moment. As Thordis veered around, following the Nadder and Nightmare down towards a slab of rock just large enough to serve as a resting spot in the middle of the water, Valka and Cloudjumper also turned. She only caught a brief glimpse of the riders- one on the Nadder, two on the Nightmare- but their helmets were of Viking make.

Vikings on dragonback. Viking _riders_! She could not believe she was seeing this. What did this mean? Flight was a privilege, extended in trust- these people had no right!

_I'll not see that Skrill return to slavery! _she vowed.

She landed right after the other three dragons. Sliding off Cloudjumper, she pulled out her staff and assessed the humans assembled. Two of the riders were women. One was tremendously tall and broad of muscle; the other was smaller by comparison, but nonetheless possessed a warrior's build. The third was a man, about a head shorter than the larger woman. He wore light armor and a shield strapped to his back. Most of his head was concealed by his helmet, which sported with thin, towering horns, but Valka could see streaked across his left eye three lines of blue paint. She remembered that mark on another, much older face. So then, this was the new High Chief of the Berserkers, Dagur the Deranged.

"Da!" the girls exclaimed and ran straight for the man.

Chief Dagur's face broke into a broad smile and he knelt down, opening his arms to scoop up the children as they reached him. He pulled them up into the air and spun them around.

"My little hatchlings! You're alright!" He laughed for joy, the sound continuing on for a strangely long time. Then he shouted, "What were you thinking! What would your father say if he knew! He'd have Toothless roast the three of us alive and feed us to your crabby old grandfather, that's what!"

"No, he wouldn't!" Fury chirped. "And Dragon-Dad would never-"

"Then maybe I will! I will, and I'll let Oswald inherit everything, and he and Sandy will rule both islands with an iron fist, and their reign of tyranny will be all your fault!"

At that moment, Thordis bolted over to her master. She opened her mouth and, using her front teeth, nipped the horn of Chief Dagur's helmet and pulled it clean off his head. She let the helmet clang to the ground and licked the man's forehead with her forked tongue.

"Auuugh! Thordis! You're disguising! Bad Skrill, you learned that from Toothless!" Chief Dagur shouted. He sounded angry, yet to Valka's great surprise it was only an annoyed sort of angry, nothing close to an ire that demanded reprisal. "You're not off the hook! If anything had happened-"

"Oh, Da, it was awful!" Skrill suddenly wailed.

The two girls launched into the tale of their capture, describing the trappers in terms even less flattering than Valka would use and attributing to them threats and taunts she much doubted had actually been said. Meanwhile, Valka's eyes followed Thordis as she casually trotted away from Chief Dagur to approach the other two dragons. The Nadder hopped up to the Skrill, bobbing its head; the Nightmare greeted her more sedately, with an inquisitive and concerned rumbling, asking if she was alright. Thordis' reply was a complicated growl, one said yes but with reservation.

Valka, for her part, was stunned by what she had witnessed. Thordis had approached the chief with utter irreverence and had taunted him. Yet the Berserker hadn't reacted as if his Skrill were an insubordinate beast to be beaten into her place. His response suggested that her teasing was typical, something he endured with some regularity. Dragons were playful creatures, but only when they felt safe- never when they thought someone might hurt them. Never when they felt oppressed or chained.

Unbelievable! It couldn't possibly be true, what this evidence suggested. Yet Thordis clearly acted as if Chief Dagur were her friend, not her slave master. Valka studied the Nadder and the Nightmare. They wore saddles, but this was the only burden upon them- no collars, no muzzles, no chains. They too seemed relaxed, perhaps weary from flight and worried for their companion, but not afraid or miserable. Yet they were bound to Viking warriors who used them as mounts. How was this possible? She turned to Cloudjumper, silently asking if he saw the same astounding signs that she did. His look suggested that he felt as puzzled as she was. Cautiously, he stepped towards the other dragons. They greeted him with welcoming chirps and began sniffing him.

Not possible. This was exactly as wild dragons, left to their own whim and will, would behave!

She turned her attention back to the girls' story. They had begun to bombastically describe the events of their rescue. They said Valka had fought off ten men at once, which absolutely had not happened, and that she had arrived in a cloud of shrieking dragons. Yet in describing the Bewilderbeast, there was no exaggeration. Even Fury and Skrill's frantic hyperbole fell short of describing his massive, wondrous presence.

_Please don't believe them_, Valka silently pleaded.

She wondered several times if she ought to interrupt. But the tale would get out later if not now- she could not stop that. And she wanted- _needed_- to understand the mystery of these people. Her life had evolved from two beliefs. The first was that dragons' truest nature was peaceful and gentle, that they were reasonable creatures, and the fighting on Berk was the product of a tragic, misguided cycle of escalation. The second, which she had come later to hold as true, was that this cycle was unbreakable. Because people could not change, people would not listen. The only thing to be done was to keep dragons and humans apart. There was no other way.

The girls finished their story. Chief Dagur set them back on the ground. He looked at Valka and then stepped towards her, spreading his arms in a gesture of gratitude.

"I am Dagur the Deranged, High Chief of the Berserker tribe. You have returned to me what I hold most precious in this world. I am in your debt."

The words were meant to honor, but Valka felt a strange fear. What he offered her was a sort of power, but nothing she could use. Anything she might want was something that surely he, a Viking, would deny her fiercely. She could not speak through her mask and be understood, so instead she shook her head.

"No, no, I insist. You saved my kids. I would give my life for my children and that means I owe my life to you," he said. "If you desire a boon, just ask."

She wanted the truth. Were these Vikings and dragons masters and slaves? How could they be friends? What vital clue was she missing- or did she see truly? She would put it to the test.

_Odin, don't let this be a mistake_, she prayed as she took off her mask. The other three adults made no reaction to her face. That at least went well. They didn't think she was anyone they should know.

"Chief Dagur, if you are an honorable man, then grant my request," she said. Without thinking to do so, she had fallen back into formal language. How bizarre to discover that after thirty-five years, a part of her was still a chief's consort. "Set your Skrill free. Let her serve you no longer. Release her to the skies, where she belongs, and swear to me that none of your tribe will ever harm her."

Shrugging, the Berserker chief replied, "Sure, but I've already done that."

"What?"

"It's against our laws to harm a dragon. Well, self-defense excepted, but even then, there's always some way to resolve things without axes. I don't think anyone's seriously injured one in... mmm, about ten years now," he said, bobbing his head back and forth as he thought about it. "Of course, it helps that they stopped burning down our houses. And that we feed them, so they don't take our yaks anymore. But all and all, it's a pretty nice arrangement. Don't you think so, Nott?" He turned and called the question of the larger woman.

"Are you daft?" Nott exclaimed. "Rambling along like it's business as usual- it might be for us, but can't you see you've got her bewildered?"

Valka was. She was utterly stunned, her tongue stuck numbly in her mouth. To hear this from a Viking chief made it words out of her most unbridled imagining. A trick? But it was insane to think someone had set such an elaborate trap for her, and the dragons could not lie. She might not know their circumstances, but Thordis and her friends' every motion signaled that they were among people they trusted, that they knew would not harm them.

_But it can't be true. It can't..._

"No," she insisted, shaking her head. "I know Vikings. You kill dragons, you slaughter them by the hundreds-"

The Nadder suddenly reared, squawking in distress. The slighter of the two women turned towards it and petted its snout, murmuring at it until it was soothed. Then she turned to Valka.

"It's true, we used to slay dragons. We didn't realize they could understand something other than destruction and we didn't know why they were attacking us. But then we learned the truth and we were able to stop the fighting. We became friends," the woman said. "Where are you from? You seem to know about our past, but not the way we live now."

Valka realized she was gawking. She still could not comprehend this. It was as if Dagur and the other woman were plucking her dreams directly from head, speaking of them as if they were real. No matter how eloquently she had spoken, how ardently she had pleaded, _no one_ had listened to her on Berk, not even the husband who had called her beloved. It had convinced her that people were stubborn, comfortable in their ignorance, and incapable of change.

If she could believe her eyes and believe these words, something radical had happened while she had been gone. It was too much and she wanted to deny it, but how? To do so required her to discard this evidence completely and though she knew this could not possibly be the full picture, she could not argue away the tiny bit that was before her.

"How long has it been this way?" she asked.

"Only forever!" Skrill chimed.

"About ten years for my tribe," Chief Dagur said proudly. "My children don't know anything else. They never will."

Before she could think better of it- before she could caution herself against what it might reveal- the question spilled out of her. "And Berk? Is Berk the same?"

He laughed and answered, "It started on Berk!"

Valka almost gasped. No, of all the things Chief Dagur and his two warriors asked her to believe, this was the most untenable. Of all the tribes, the Hooligans had been the most fervent about eliminating the dragon menace. Who could have convinced Stoick to even consider another course? She had been his _wife_ and she had been unable to reach him- who then could possibly have changed his mind?

Unless Stoick had not had a say in the matter.

_Don't ask, Val. You shouldn't ask. It's your past and you left it behind._

But she had to know. The truth was that, as doomed as their relationship had been, she hadn't stopped loving him.

"Who is Chief of Berk now?" she asked, trying to sound merely curious.

"That would be Stoick the Vast," Chief Dagur answered. "You can take his title literally."

How, she wanted to cry at him. How was that possible? Stoick would never lay down his axe before a dragon, not unless it was stuck in one's skull.

Her next question was even more difficult to voice. Something had she thought she would never know, she trembled realizing her yearning for the knowledge could soon be satisfied. At the same time, she was stricken with guilt. She had no right to ask this. If it was so important to her- if her heart ached so- then she should never have left her dear one behind.

Maybe it was unjust for her to seek reprieve from her ignorance, but no one would be harmed by it and she could not deny herself.

"I travelled these lands a long time ago. It's been many a year since I've returned. I have always felt an affinity with dragons, so you surely understand that I found this place rather unfriendly," she said, giving them the barest truth to explain herself. She trusted they would fill in the gaps with assumptions that were wildly off target. "It's good to hear Chief Stoick is well. I remember hearing something tragic, that he lost his wife." She hesitated, gathering herself to speak calmly and steadily the question over which she might weep. "But their child, a daughter, did she... Did the girl live?"

It was like the crack of a whip. With eerie suddenness, Chief Dagur's countenance changed, becoming ugly in its harshness, his eyes hard and cold.

"Girl," he repeated, almost snarling the word. His hand closed upon the hilt of his sword. "There was never a girl. Stoick the Vast has a son. Stoick has always ever had only a _son_."

It was a strength of will Valka had not known she possessed that kept her from collapsing on the spot. Somehow, she stayed still and did not tremble as her insides wrenched themselves turbulently. Her heart writhed, wanting desperately to _not_ understand what she had been told.

Her baby had been so small, so needy of her. She had feared equally as much what would happen to Hiccup without her as what might if she stayed- she, who could not strike at a dragon even for her own child. And it had been the worst. Hiccup had not survived. Stoick was chief and required an heir; Valka could not begrudge him for remarrying and begetting offspring with another. But he had done more than that: he had disavowed their lost child. When a chief did that, it meant no one would speak of it, no one would acknowledge it had been- making it as if Valka's baby had never been born at all.

_Hiccup… my sweet little Hiccup, oh how… How could Stoick do such a thing to you? How…_

How could she have left the behind the child she so dearly loved? Left her behind to die- left her to be forgotten, the mere mention of her despised.

"It seems I was mistaken," she managed to say.

"It seems you were. If I were you, I wouldn't make _that_ mistake twice."

_No, I won't_, she thought. She had made a terrible error thinking for even these brief minutes there could be redemption for this archipelago.

She stepped away. Cloudjumper was immediately at her side. She mounted him, not bothering with a farewell, and he carried her into the sky, the beat of his wings covering the breaking of her sob.

Hiccup was dead and Stoick's heart had turned to stone. There was nothing here for her but the painful lesson to keep to her own.


	7. Chapter 6

**Chapter Six**

"That was weird," Astrid remarked, watching the nameless woman and her dragon sail for the clouds. "Should we go after her?"

"Why?" Dagur growled, glaring at the pair's shrinking silhouette.

A modicum of respect for his title- and for his sister- kept Astrid from scowling at him. He was obviously angry at the insult he perceived towards Hiccup, but if he would stop a moment to think, he'd realize that couldn't have been the woman's intention. If this was the first time she had returned to the archipelago in thirty-five years, she wouldn't know Hiccup had been declared in-between.

_But who knew about Hiccup's first world that long ago? _Astrid wondered. Only Hiccup's parents and Gobber, because Stoick had been so insistent about keeping him safely tucked away that when he'd finally stepped out into public life as a boy, no one else was aware there'd been a different assumption about him at birth.

"Dagur!" Nott snapped her finger and then pointed at the ground angrily. "That woman saved your children and she understands dragons. Did you see how she and her Stormcutter looked at each other, like they each knew what they were thinking? No one like that spits at the gods. It was an honest mistake and for it you repaid her kindness by acting beastly!"

Still ireful, Dagur huffed and crossed his arms. "No one insults Hiccup! No one-"

"No one did insult Hiccup! If you had just said, 'You're mistaken, Chief Stoick's child was a boy and he's well' she would have thanked you for the correction and we'd still be talking to her now!"

"So should we go after her?" Astrid asked again. "Never mind that she deserves some kind of reward for what she did, is anyone else concerned about the _dragon trappers_ that we've never heard of before? What if she knows something?"

"The trappers were that way!" Skrill suddenly piped up, pointing her arm north.

Great, Astrid thought. Even though they'd mentioned the kids several times, she'd forgotten that they were actually there. Seeing their aunt berate their father was the kind of adult argument she thought children didn't need to witness, although maybe it would instill in them the idea that just because you were chief did not automatically make you right. With Hiccup and Dagur for parents, the gods only knew _someone else_ would have to teach the girls that.

"See? We don't need a crazy vigilante dragon lady," Dagur insisted forcefully. "I'm tired of arguing! Enough of it! We're getting on our dragons now and we're going home!"

Knowing that Nott might see her was the only thing that kept Astrid from glaring at Dagur's back as they mounted their dragons. In the air, she wanted to turn Stormfly around and chase down the mysterious woman, but even though she felt it was the most sensible course of action she knew better than to try. She had a twinge in her gut, but a soldier needed a stronger instinct than what she felt right now to openly defy a chief.

Dagur frustrated her- what a moody, irrational man! How did Hiccup put up with this? Oh, that was right, Hiccup _didn't_, because Dagur made the effort to behave around him!

_Damn it, Hiccup. Why do I still get stuck in the middle of all your messes?_

* * *

><p>The flight back to Berserker Island took most of the day. The girls acted darling as they rode with Dagur on Thordis, affectionately clinging to their father and mewling how happy they were to be with him. Although they had just escaped a distressing experience, Astrid felt cynical and suspected they were acting sweet and sorry to avoid punishment.<p>

"Dagur, these dragon trappers," Nott called. It had been a few hours since their encounter with the dragon lady and Dagur's head seemed to have cooled since then. "You are planning to do something about them, yes?"

"Oh, yes," he replied. "I'm going to kill them. I'm going to take the armada and a whole bunch of aerial warriors and I'm going to _burn_ them until they are dead!"

Even for Dagur, his tone seemed alarmingly violent- but then, Astrid would have the same reaction had it been Geira in that cage. Instinctively, she removed one hand from Stormfly's neck to grip her axe. She wanted a piece of these trappers. No one was going to terrorize her people or her dragons.

"Burn the fortress- whatever that woman left of it- but not the people," Nott insisted. "We need to interrogate them."

"They took my children- I'll interrogate them with my sword and Thordis' teeth!"

Thordis roared in agreement, surprising Astrid. She almost never reacted to one of Dagur's rants.

"That's all well and good, but let me have them first!" Nott persisted. "We need to know this isn't one small part of something larger."

"Larger?" Astrid questioned. She didn't like the uneasy quiver that suggestion sent down her spine. "What are you thinking, Nott?"

"Why would someone trap dragons? That isn't an end to itself. They mean either to sell them or to use them. If someone intends to start something, then I intend to end it. Now."

How much of a threat did Nott anticipate? This could merely be a mercenary group that had now invoked a lot more fire and fury then they could handle in unwittingly taunting Berserker and Berk. To think it might be something greater than that... Astrid shuddered. She liked fighting, that didn't mean she welcomed a war.

"We'll end it- oh, we will _end _it!" Dagur announced wildly. "I'll turn them into one big, black, ashy smear and then when Hiccup gets home, he'll ask, 'What's that, Dagur?' and I'll say, 'The place where I smote our enemies!' and I'll hand him a chain of their skulls!"

"I... don't think Hiccup would want that," Astrid replied, because she felt like _something_ had to be said in response to that.

"Really? Skulls are pretty traditional. But maybe he'd prefer fingers?"

She stared him in dismay, thinking she would never get used to how Dagur's mind worked.

After several hours' flight time, Berserker Island at last came into view. Dagur veered Thordis towards the docks; Astrid and Stormfly and Nott and Helbane followed. Although it had been peacetime for ten years now, the ships of the armada were at this moment thronged by the warriors and craftsmen charged with its upkeep. Gaining dragons hadn't displaced the armada as the Berserkers' symbol of strength and pride, but added some interesting individuals to its workforce; Astrid spied a team of Gronckles happily hauling a pallet of lumber across the shipyard.

Thordis' claws were still a foot above the docks when Dagur sprung off her back and, wasting no time whatsoever, raised his axe and the Night's Tooth in the air. Waving them, he shouted, "To arms, my Berserker warriors! It's time to rally and-"

"Actually, no," someone interrupted him playfully. "There was a coup while you were gone. I'm in charge now."

Everyone present instantly recognized that voice. The Berserkers laughed while Dagur dropped his weapons- and then his jaw- and stared. Astrid, once she got past being startled, groaned.

_Now? Really? You had to come back today? Not two days ago, when you would have been useful, but now?_

"Dad!" Fury and Skrill exclaimed in unison.

They jumped off Thordis and rushed down the dock, where Hiccup stood, his hands on his hips and his head cocked proudly. Toothless, at his side, wasn't striking such a pose, but Astrid supposed a Night Fury didn't need to _try_ looking impressive. Nowadays Hiccup didn't need to either; all he had to do was show up and people cheered.

"My little Terrible Terrors!" Hiccup greeted the kids. He didn't have Dagur's strength to lift them into the air; instead, he dropped to his knees and pulled them into a hug. "What trouble did you start this time?"

"Uh..." said Skrill.

"Well..." started Fury.

The girls looked apprehensively towards Dagur.

"Hiccup..." Dagur murmured, like one caught in a dream. His dizzy romanticism was almost too much for Astrid to stomach. People acted that way in ballads, not real life! The Berserker chief suddenly shook his head, catching hold of himself. "Who cares? Hiccup, you're back! Oh, Hiccup!"

He ran straight for the other man and yanked him up into the air.

"Hiccup! Hiccup, Hiccup-"

"I missed you, too," Hiccup told him and there was a misty look in his eyes. Seeing the happiness that now came over his face made Astrid feel bad for thinking so poorly of his and Dagur's relationship earlier. It was clear that their love was mutual, even if they didn't match each other in extremes. "Put me down?"

Dagur did so and it was a good thing he acted promptly, for at that moment Thordis charged at them and knocked the entire family over in a pile.

"Whoopie, Hiccup's back," Astrid drawled, turning towards Nott. "What now?"

"Thank Thor he is," Nott uttered, expressing a far different sentiment than Astrid felt. "With trouble stirring and dragons in the thick of it, we'll be much better off with him. And we'll be better off now that Dagur will be-"

"Will be what, more focused? Is he _really_ going to be any more focused with Hiccup around than with Hiccup not around?"

"Well, it's better than him being depressed!" Nott snapped. Then she sighed and said, "I'm sorry. I shouldn't take it out on you."

"No, I'm sorry. I'm being a grump," she admitted. "We really need that vacation."

Farther down the dock, Hiccup was wrestling with Thordis' affection while Dagur had managed to wriggle himself and the girls out of the way. With Fury and Skrill still in tow, Dagur hastily returned to Astrid and Nott.

"Listen," he began, gathering the four of them conspiratorially. "Let's not mention what happened to Hiccup just yet. Nothing about trappers or crazy flying old women, okay? Not until I give the word. Got it, girls?"

"Got it!" Fury and Skrill chimed, then Skrill added, "You're the best, Da!"

They went sprinting away again, this time to tackle Toothless.

_What?_ Astrid almost exclaimed and nearly gawked. Fury and Skrill had been kidnapped and now mercenaries were threatening the dragons in Berserker territory- how could they not tell Hiccup about that!

"You can't be serious," Nott hissed. "Hiccup needs to know about this!"

"I know, but he just got back," Dagur replied. He smiled brightly, every last bit of the rage he'd held before bewilderingly dissipated, and picked up the sword and axe he'd previously discarded on the dock. "I don't want to worry him. I want to spend time with him first."

"This can't wait!"

"Of course not, but it doesn't need us," he said. He gave a shrug as if this were a simple matter. "You said you want to interrogate these people, so it's probably better if you go without me. So go. Have at it! I vest you with my authority in this battle."

With that, he turned and bounded back towards Hiccup and the children.

Unbelievable, Astrid thought. What chief wouldn't lead his warriors in the charge against a threat like this? Years ago, Dagur would have pounced at the slightest excuse to roar for blood. It wasn't such a bad thing he had broken with that habit, but "slight" this matter was not.

"What happened to his 'big black, ashy smear' or 'chain of their skulls'?" Astrid asked.

"Hiccup's what happened," Nott growled. Then she shook her head. "Perhaps it's best. We don't have to make sure Dagur kills them all out of hand before we get the chance to talk to anyone."

_It's not for the best_, she thought. _It's a problem and Nott always has to do the work keeping it from becoming a disaster._

"You're brooding, dearest. No good comes of that," Nott observed. "Dagur's earlier idea was a bit disproportionate. We don't need the whole armada, but a few ships will help us transport prisoners. I think aerial warriors to scout out this trapper fort and lead a first assault, if necessary. Care to ride along?"

"Do you need to ask? I'm coming, as long as Geira's still doing well."

They had left their daughter in the company of friends, as their work sometimes required of them. Geira usually found the change of routine to be a treat and no reason to think she didn't this time as well; she didn't know anything was amiss and that her mothers might by flying into danger. Still, Astrid wanted to be sure- and she wanted to give her daughter a hug, just because.

"You'll run and check on her?" Nott asked, a look of guilt crossing her face. She would be too busy overseeing preparations for the journey to accompany Astrid. Astrid wanted to tell her that she shouldn't feel poorly- they were no different from any warrior family and this was just how it was- but knew the words wouldn't reach her wife at this moment.

_If I could do this for you..._ But she couldn't. She wasn't a Berserker, so she had no standing, no claim to authority, even though among the tribe she was respected.

"I will," Astrid said. "And I'll give her your love as well as mine."

Nott's look was grateful, but a twinge of regret remained.


	8. Chapter 7

**Chapter Seven**

Fury and Skrill, having earnestly missed their dragon-dad, asked Toothless to carry them to the house. Hiccup and Dagur walked behind them, Thordis bringing up the rear. Toothless and Thordis got along but, despite Dagur's hopeful delusions, they were largely uninterested in each other. If they'd ever mated, Hiccup didn't know about it and he personally doubted it.

It wasn't long before their family gathering became a parade. At the news of Hiccup's presence, Berserkers poured out of their workshops and houses to cheer for their hero come home. Hiccup tried not to look flustered. It was one thing when a crowd showed up because he had an announcement to make, quite another when they were simply happy he'd made an appearance. Toothless, however, loved the attention and preened. Hiccup looked up and saw that it wasn't only people following him. A flock of unaccompanied dragons flew right above his head.

_Great_, he thought cynically, hoping no one would assume anything more than hero worship on their part, too.

The Berserkers and dragons only wanted their appreciation known, and dispersed readily once the family reached their front door- all except for a few too enthusiastic Terrible Terrors, whom Toothless had to growl away. Inside the house, Fury and Skrill dismounted from Toothless and gave him a hug. He returned their affection by nipping at their hair. Thordis, who had decided she would join the family tonight, coiled herself in the corner and watched.

"I missed you," Dagur declared, startling Hiccup by grabbing and squeezing him. "I missed you so, so, so, so much."

"I missed you, too," Hiccup murmured, turning his head to rub his cheek against Dagur's face. Somehow, finally being in the other man's arms again intensified the sense of longing he had felt for his husband. "It's good to be home."

"It's soooo good to have you home," Dagur crooned. "But... you're early. I didn't expect you back for another two months. Is everything okay?"

Hiccup smiled. "Yeah. Better than okay. You'll understand when we get a chance to catch up. Without the kids."

Rounding his mouth into an "o", Dagur raised an eyebrow, intrigued. Hiccup almost giggled; it was all he could do not to grin.

_I know you're going to like this!_

While Dagur made supper, Fury and Skrill pleaded with Hiccup to let them see the map. He smiled at their eagerness, but told them no, it would have to wait until Oswald's return, when all three of them could see it together- and none of them could brag about seeing it first. However he didn't think it would inflame any sibling competition if he gave the girls their presents now. Beyond the archipelago, Hiccup had encountered several new villages and most of them friendly. He had traded knowledge or labor- having a Night Fury who could quickly fell an inconveniently placed tree or haul a heavy load came quite in handy- for crafts and curiosities. For Skrill, he'd acquired a wooden hair clip that she could fasten through her braid. Fury, he knew, would hate anything meant to restrain her wild tangle; instead, he'd gotten her a bracelet. The interlocking knot pattern carved on band matched Skrill's clip. That their presents were a matching set made the girls quite happy.

"I'll tell you all about what me and Dragon-Dad did very soon," Hiccup said. He pulled Fury and Skrill close, one under each arm, for a cuddle. Had they gotten bigger since he left? Probably, children were growing all the time. "But right now I want to know all about what you did while we were gone."

Going back and forth, the twins always managed to get most of a story told together; Skrill possessed Dagur's enthusiasm for adventure and Fury had Hiccup's eye for the details- and they both had Hiccup's inventiveness, which only enhanced their knack for causing trouble. Fury bragged about them getting "unlost" in the woods, but Skrill seemed proudest of helping young Geira, their cousin, learn to use hand signals with Stormfly. Hiccup had a present in his pack for Geira, too. Astrid would probably punch him if he tried giving her anything, but she'd appreciate something for her daughter. Fury and Skrill's stories sounded fairly tame to him- in four months time, surely something a bit more dramatic had happened- but Dagur could give him a more accurate report later.

_Dagur will tell me everything I missed_, he thought with a sudden pang. But he'd made a choice and seized upon a chance he knew would not happen again. Now he was home to stay.

Supper came and then, not too long after, bed time for the girls. Hiccup and Dagur tucked them in together. Toothless chose to stay with them, which didn't surprise Hiccup, but Thordis unexpectedly decided that she would do the same. She seemed to be in one of her more affectionate moods today.

She wasn't the only one. The moment he entered the bedroom, Dagur's hands were on him, groping and squeezing as he kissed Hiccup frantically. It was more than either of them could handle while staying balanced. They fell against the wall with a thud. Dagur snaked his hand around Hiccup's back to keep him supported and then kept on going, moving lower and moaning against his neck.

"Gods..." Hiccup uttered, a flush of heat overtaking him. It had been too long. "Yes. This is... yes. Let's definitely do this, but let's talk first."

"What... ever... you... want," Dagur agreed, fitting the words in between kisses on the side of Hiccup's neck that made him shiver.

"You can, uh, keep doing that. Yeah."

Dagur did for about a minute, the whole time holding up Hiccup, whose legs seemed to have forgotten how to work under the onslaught of sensation. Then, showing remarkable restraint, Dagur pulled his lips away and carried Hiccup over to the bed- not to take it further, but to instead sit and hold Hiccup's hands.

"I missed you so, so, so much. It felt like it would be forever since I would see you again," he said.

_"Don't leave me." _Dagur didn't say it, but the words flashed through Hiccup's mind in his voice. A rush of guilt threatened and, concerned, Hiccup asked, "Was it difficult for you? Waiting, I mean."

"Ah..." Dagur hummed, his mouth opening slightly, and he looked uncertain. Then he smiled broadly. "Of course. But this was important to you. So I was waiting _for_ you. I want you to be happy."

_But were you happy?_ Hiccup almost asked- but at some point, he had to stop questioning Dagur. If he second-guessed everything his husband said, how was this a relationship of trust? Hiccup was worrying too much.

"Are you happy?" Dagur suddenly asked. "You're back early. This isn't what you planned."

"No, it isn't- but in a way, it is," he said. "I told you I wanted to do this now because it might be my last chance. As it turns out, I was right. So I'm very happy I followed my instincts. And I'm happy to be home, knowing I had as much time as I could."

Saying that, he was startled by the traitorously wistful pang he suddenly felt. There was a part of him that did wish his life could be endlessly chasing the wind, seeking out the next secret just over the horizon. But that wasn't a life he could devote to Berk or to protecting dragons. And it wasn't a life that allowed for his family. That thought struck him with a near jolting impact and he blinked at the sudden wetness in his eyes. The idea of being without Dagur or his children hurt far more than any sense of loss for the dream he could not finish. He had divided ambitions, but he knew which was stronger and that he'd chosen rightly.

"Hiccup?" Dagur's voice quavered with concern.

"Oh, no, it's just... I didn't know how glad I'd feel to be home." Enough of this, he decided. He might always have doubts, but he didn't have to listen to them. Besides this wasn't how he wanted this moment to unfold. He'd planned this particular surprise for months and the last thing he would do was let himself ruin it. With a slight laugh, he shook off the last of his worry and smiled brightly at Dagur. "So, notice anything... _different_ about me?"

"Uh..." Dagur's eyes held an oddly panicked look, as if he feared this was a trick question. "You let Skrill play with your hair." He tucked at the tiny braid their daughter had managed to dexterously weave into Hiccup's short locks.

"No..." Hiccup crooned mischievously, shaking his head. "You just had your hands on me. Do I _feel_ different?"

"Uh... well..."

Dagur's hesitancy was inexplicable to him. With a fluttering laugh, he asked, "What are you so nervous about?"

"Well, you do... maybe... you've gotten just a little..." Dagur winced. "Pudgy?"

Hiccup chose to take that answer diplomatically. It was, after all, somewhat what he was trying to drive Dagur towards. "Uh huh. And why might that be?"

Unexpectedly, Dagur burst in annoyance, "I don't know! It couldn't have been _my_ cooking, so that's not fair!"

Wait. Was Dagur upset because he thought- no, never mind, that was a track of thought not at _all_ worth following. Shaking his head, he said, "It's not your cooking, but it's still your fault."

"What? Hiccup, you're making no sense!" he declared, crossing his arms and pursing his lips in a pout.

_I can get a smile back on that face_, Hiccup thought. He touched Dagur's cheek playfully. "Of course, it's your fault," he teased. Then he paused, giving the moment weight, before finally making the reveal. "I'm pregnant."

He had expected joy to immediately break across Dagur's face and felt a twinge of disappointment when, instead, Dagur looked at him in confusion.

"How... when... You started on moonsbane before you left. And you had just had your cycle..."

"I know," Hiccup replied awkwardly, thrown by Dagur's reaction. "But moonsbane needs to be taken longer than that to be effective. And as for my cycle..." He shrugged sheepishly. "It was a fluke."

"A fluke?"

"You have no idea how weird and inconsistent my first world is. Try asking a woman about it. Nott or Astrid will tell you that it is _ridiculous_."

"I don't want to ask my sister about that," Dagur said, looking alarmed. "And I think Astrid would make me hurt."

"Yeah, Astrid's kind of scary. She's a good influence on the kids. Um..." Hiccup looked at Dagur worriedly. "Is everything okay? I expected you to be..."

He trailed off as, at last, he saw Dagur's eyes began to mist and soften. Then, suddenly, Dagur's hands whipped out. He snatched Hiccup by the middle and pressed his face to the slight, hard curve of his belly.

"Baby. We really are having a baby!"

Hiccup nearly signed in relief. So Dagur hadn't been upset, just stunned. "Surprise."

"Baaaabeee. Hello, baby. I'm so happy you're here, I am going to take such good care of you and Daddy..."

_Gods, I missed you_, Hiccup thought adoringly as Dagur rambled on at his stomach. The other man was always so brilliant, so glowing in his happiness. He filled their life together with radiance and that was only one of so many reasons Hiccup had fallen in love with him.

* * *

><p>The Sanctuary of the great Bewilderbeast was a place of refuge and tranquility unlike any that Valka had known, yet tonight for her there was no peace. She sat on the floor of her private chamber in the caves, her knees pressed against her chest as she bent over and keened.<p>

Her child was dead. Her sweet daughter had been dead for more than thirty years and she had not known. Her grief was matched by her guilt. Was it her fault? So small, so frail, had Hiccup been unable to survive without a mother to nurse her? Valka had never returned to Berk because she had thought it best, that her strange affinity for dragons would only endanger her baby. What if she had been wrong? What if it had been just the opposite- and if she had come home, Hiccup would still be alive?

She felt Cloudjumper's muzzle press against her. With another cry of grief, she threw her arms around his head.

"It was another lifetime, Cloud," she declared. "I know that. But I never stopped loving Hiccup and... and..."

Stoick? Did the Stoick she loved even remain? A man who would spurn the memory of their child, twist it into a curse, because of his pain? It seemed there were two deaths for which Valka might be responsible. And what right did she have to sorrow, to grieve? This had come about through her choice.

_What choice did I have? _she wanted to cry. There had been no place for her on Berk. At best, her fellow tribe members had thought her crazy- but some had come to despise her, had rumbled that she was a traitor. Their words had been to Stoick's shame. No, not even that. Stoick himself had thought she was wrong. They'd never managed to keep the happy household that they had dreamed for themselves. They had alternated between good spells and bad ones, days when Stoick was stormy and would barely speak- until Valka would goad him, insisting fierily that he could not ignore her ideas, and then they would fight bitterly. Learning of Hiccup growing inside her had changed things for a time. They'd remembered the love that had first driven them into each other's arms, that had never truly vanished, but seemed too easily obscured against the chaos and war that constantly ravaged Berk.

It would not have lasted, Valka knew sadly. They were too passionate about their beliefs and it had divided them even as their hearts had burned for each other. And how could she scorn the good she had done since pledging herself in service to the Bewilderbeast? She knew today, with no doubt whatsoever, that she had always been right about dragons and now she had saved countless of them from the cruelty and ignorance of men. And how could she regret meeting Cloudjumper? In his eyes, she had seen the reflection of her own soul. They were bound together by a cord the gods themselves had twined.

But she had never stopped- would never stop- regretting that she had left Hiccup behind. And now she would never stop wondering if through her absence, she had killed her own child.


	9. Chapter 8

**Chapter Eight**

Hiccup slept soundly, his exhaustion little surprise. Weeks spent flying a swift and direct course home had sapped him, and letting Dagur have his way with him last night had been quite tiring, though very pleasurable. Dagur knew how to satisfy him with uncanny precision. If Hiccup were a much shallower person, he could have married the man for that skill alone.

He awoke groggy the next morning. Yawning loudly, he shut his eyes again and started, "Well, Toothless, I guess it's time-"

Stopping, he groaned and slapped his hand to his face. Of course, Toothless wasn't here.

During their expedition he'd become so accustomed to curling up with his dragon that he'd just now assumed the Night Fury was a hand's reach away.

"Um, Dagur, are you still here?" he called.

"Of course it's me and not Toothless! Why would you think it would be Toothless?" he heard Dagur exclaim. "It's Toothless' egg, isn't it? I knew this would happen someday- I knew it!"

Hiccup groaned again. It was far too early in the morning for this. "Dagur, that's not even possible."

"How do you know!"

"I am very, very certain."

"You promise?"

"Yes."

Then he reached for a pillow and threw it in what he thought was Dagur's direction. It made a light thump, telling him that he'd only hit the wall.

_Five more minutes?_ he asked of himself. No, more sleep wasn't what he needed. Food would make him feel better and Dagur might be edgy because he needed to eat, too. Or to cook, which soothed Dagur's nerves as effectively as hunting did. He opened his eyes, looked down at himself- and saw a blue smilie face grinning at him from his belly.

"Daaaagur!" he shouted in pure annoyance.

His torso, arms, and thighs were covered in blue war paint, inane little doodles of dragons and Viking stick figures fighting against the triangles of mountain ranges and tidal waves. It was infuriating and not the first time Hiccup had woken up to discover Dagur had drawn on him during his slumber. Why did the other man _do_ this? It was utterly juvenile!

"Well, good morning, my little Night Fury," Dagur crooned. He sounded satisfied and content now, his earlier tension and petulance mysteriously- or more likely crazily- vanished.

Hiccup sat up and turned his head to glare at him. Dagur was stark naked and while that was, as always, an impressive view, Hiccup wasn't in the mood to appreciate it.

"Why?" he demanded, flailing out his arms. "Why do you enjoy this so much?"

"'Cause I like touching you. And I need practice. I'm getting a bigger canvas soon."

Hiccup narrowed his eyes and scowled. Of the two of them, there was no question Dagur enjoyed him being pregnant vastly more than he did. "And how am I supposed to get dressed covered in this?"

He had tried once to defiantly ignore Dagur's artwork and had gotten a permanently blue-spotted shirt for his stubbornness.

Dagur titled his head, indicating Hiccup should look to the floor. At his feet was a large basin of water and a pile of soft cloths. Hiccup gave Dagur a quizzical look and in return Dagur held up a bar of soap and smiled.

Slightly more agreeable, Hiccup muttered, "Fine."

He got out of bed. Dagur spread one of the cloths over the floor and Hiccup stepped onto its center. Kneeling, Dagur wrapped a second cloth around Hiccup's metal leg, to keep it dry. He dipped another cloth into the basin to wet it. Humming cheerily, he began to work.

The water was pleasantly warm and Dagur's motions rhythmic and gentle. This entire affair, Hiccup suspected, was a flimsy excuse for Dagur to touch him, but he found himself not minding that. Dagur's ministrations were too pleasurable for his irritation to last; in the end, his annoyance rubbed away from him as easily as the paint.

Hiccup was mostly clean when Dagur placed a kiss above his knee. From there, the Berserker moved upward and inward, teasing the skin on the inside of Hiccup's thigh. The sensation was tingling; Hiccup inhaled with a hiss.

"Would you like...?" Dagur questioned sweetly.

"It's a bit early, isn't it?"

"It's never too early."

It took Hiccup only a moment to decide. "Yes."

Dagur's mouth attended to it. Hiccup moaned, his knees becoming weak. Riding that pleasure made it near impossible to remain standing. He grabbed Dagur's shoulders, bracing himself. The other man had the strength to support him and the diligence and skill to keep him inflamed.

It ended with Hiccup hunched over Dagur, hugging the man's head to his chest.

"I love you," he murmured.

Dagur acknowledged this with a deep, contented thrum, as if Hiccup had been the one to satisfy him and not the other way around.

_Tonight_, Hiccup promised. Right now, the day beckoned.

With Dagur's help he wiped off the last of the paint, then they dried themselves and dressed. In the hearth room, Fury and Skrill were seated at the table expectantly, wondering about breakfast. Toothless, who was prowling the kitchen area, stopped and gave Hiccup a reproachful look. In spite of himself, Hiccup blushed. Had the kids heard them? No, he doubted it; he hadn't been loud and the walls of this house had been built thick for a reason. Toothless simply knew Hiccup well enough to guess at a glance what had kept him from leaving the bedroom sooner.

Dagur had apparently had greater foresight than Hiccup concerning breakfast. Humming again, he went straight for the pantry to pull out a loaf of fresh bread and then started a pan sizzling with oil over the hearth fire. It was only a matter of minutes before their meal was served.

"Now that you're back, can you take us to Changewing Island, Dad?" Fury asked.

"Hmm? Changewing Island isn't like Dragon Island, Fury. It's dangerous," he said.

Although most of the archipelago and its inhabitants could now be considered "tamed", there remained a few places everyone avoided without an absolute need. Fireworm Island's treasure was rarely worth the trouble, Breakneck Bog remained treacherous, Eel Island was technically safe but loathed by most dragons, and Changewing Island continued to give visitors a caustic welcome.

"I know that!" Fury protested. "But I've got to go. How else am I going to learn about Changewings? They never come here or to Berk."

This was about choosing her future companion, Hiccup realized. When she had been very young, Fury had latched onto the ambition of being the first Viking to claim a Changewing and she had never let the idea go. Hiccup personally was skeptical, but he didn't want to tell his daughter that there was anything she couldn't do. He was fairly certain that, had anyone consulted Stoick on his behalf, the list of things Hiccup couldn't do would have included "ride a Night Fury" and "marry Dagur the Deranged".

"You're right, they never do visit us. We haven't done a very good job convincing the Changewings to join our community," Hiccup said. "Maybe that should be my next project. It's been awhile since I've been there- we'll scope out the island, see what kind of reception we get. Sound good, bud?"

Toothless warbled that he agreed.

"And you can help me once we've decided it's safe," he told Fury. "Okay?"

Pleased with the answer, she beamed.

Apprehensively, Hiccup eyed Skrill and asked, "You don't still want a Whispering Death, do you?"

"Ugh, that was years ago, Dad," she replied, rolling her eyes. "Who wants a Boulder class dragon when you're leading an armada? A Timberjack would be ten times better! I could swoop in and cut down all the enemy ships' masts! Or use a Scauldron and set the water on fire!"

"Scauldrons don't set the water on fire," Fury corrected. "They super-heat it."

"It's the same thing! What do you think steam is? It's water smoke!"

With an adoring coo, Dagur reached out his hand and ruffled Skrill's hair. "You're so violent."

Skrill jokingly chomped her teeth at him, pretending she had meant to bite him, then pressed her hands to her mouth and burst into a fit of giggles.

Hiccup watched the scene happily, almost content. All that lacked was Oswald and Sandy, but they would be home soon, and Stoick with them. Then the family would be complete.

After breakfast, Hiccup went to Nott and Astrid's home to say hello and give Geira her present. He was surprised to learn from the neighbors that both women were off the island and Geira staying with friends. Typically one of them- most often Astrid- remained close to tend to their daughter. Maybe they were taking some alone time; gods only knew Nott deserved a break for how hard she worked.

Hiccup knew where Geira would be- with Drofin and Burnboil, another Berserker-Berkian couple. Drofin was a cousin of Dagur and Nott, but a distant one; oddly, the town was full of people who boasted to be the chief's cousins but then just as eagerly insisted they were from a distant branch. Hiccup had never figured out if any of them were serious or if it was some sort of communal joke. Nott never denied any of the claims- Dagur always shrugged and said "could be"- so perhaps Oswald the Agreeable and his immediate forebears had had prolific siblings.

Geira's present was a small spear just the right size of her, blunted yet well-balanced for throwing, its shaft covered in decorative carvings. It was the sort of thing Hiccup knew would earn Astrid's approval. Geira squealed when she saw it.

"Thank you, Uncle Hiccup!" she declared and threw herself at him in a hug that almost knocked him off his feet.

She was definitely larger than the average five-year-old; in that, she took after Nott. Her black hair, too, came from the mother that had borne her, although Hiccup suspected there was genuine Hofferson blood in her. Her blue eyes were a match for Astrid's. How that had come about really wasn't Hiccup's place to speculate, but he guessed that one of Astrid's brothers had assisted them in conceiving Geira, which must have been... awkward.

_Is that what Astrid and I would have done if we had gotten married?_ he thought and almost squirmed. Yes, this was none of his business.

To Geira, he said, "You're welcome, kiddo. Tell your moms I said hi."

Hiccup spent the rest of the morning ambling through town with Toothless, catching up on news he had missed. If anyone noticed him frequently shooing away a line of dragons all attempting to rub against his middle, no one spoke a word about it. It was going to be impossible to keep his pregnancy a secret for much longer. Never mind the dragons, in a few weeks his belly would make it obvious. He cringed thinking of that. Soon then, they should make the announcement and then hold the party, because there always was a party. That was just how his life went.

At the granary, he unexpectedly came across Dagur. The man frowned as he shifted through a stack papers that appeared to be records of the recent harvest and fishing hauls.

"Hey, you," Hiccup called out amicably. "Doesn't Nott usually take care of that?"

To his surprise, Dagur's head snapped up and he exclaimed in frustration, "So? I can do it, too! I can understand this stuff- I'm supposed to, I'm the chief!"

"Woah, woah, I never said you couldn't," Hiccup answered, holding up his hands in a gesture of pacification. "It's a chief's prerogative to delegate. Where is Nott anyway?"

"Uh..."

Dagur suddenly looked alarmed. Hiccup guessed that he realized he had overreacted. Well, that was something he could easily forgive the other man for. He approached Dagur and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.

"Hee..."

"Mmm..." Hiccup agreed, nuzzling Dagur's face. He gave his husband another kiss just below his ear before taking a step back.

Dagur looked at Hiccup misty-eyed, with a broad, contented smile. Then he blinked and said, "Oh, you got a Terror."

He opened his pouch and pulled out the small, pink dragon he had mentioned. The Terrible Terror had a tiny satchel fastened around his belly and chirped happily to see Hiccup. Hiccup petted its head and then reached into its bag to retrieve his message.

"It's from Dad. He's flying over tomorrow to return Oswald. Says he plans to stay for a few days."

"Oh, what?" Dagur groaned. "How does Stoick even know you're back?"

"Because I sent him a message yesterday. What are you getting so grouchy about? It's just my dad."

"Oh, just your dad," he repeated mockingly and then flailed out his hands. "Your dad hates me! And I don't really like him! Whenever he looks at me, it's always with this disappointed scowl like... like someone put the wrong meat in his stew!""

Hiccup couldn't help it. He burst out laughing, which of course didn't help Dagur's disposition. The Berserker burst, "What!"

"Sorry, it's just… I know exactly the look you're talking about," he said. "Give him some time. We've only been married six years- it took him fifteen to get over me being... me, I guess."

"Fine," Dagur huffed. "But if what he's scowling at actually is my stew, someone else can cook his dinner!"

* * *

><p>Within an hour of landing on the docks of Berserker, Nott had assembled her team- thirty aerial warrior pairs and five ships of the armada- and had waited only on Astrid and Stormfly to leave. Flying swiftly, the warriors soon outpaced the ships, leaving them trailing behind in the sea. Nott had, of course, known that would happen and had accounted for it in the plan she had outlined to Astrid earlier.<p>

After a day already spent airborne, it was a hard night's flight for Astrid and she knew Nott must be just as fatigued. Under her breath, she cursed at Dagur. It had been his intention to lead this assault until Hiccup- Hiccup the Inconvenient, Hiccup of the Worst Possible Timing- had shown up. Whether or not Dagur had taken this journey, Astrid knew she would have insisted on coming along, but Nott could have stayed home. Nott could have right now been with Geira, tucking their daughter snuggly into bed after an evening of spending treasured time with her. And Dagur should be here. Nott was no slouch at tactics, but war was Dagur's purview even if Nott was better at personal combat.

_Would I be angry if Stoick had given the same command? _Astrid asked herself, to check that her resentment on Nott's behalf wasn't clouding the issue for her. No, she wouldn't be, but that was because she trusted Stoick the Vast's judgment far more than Dagur's. Stoick would always choose the best person- or the person who needed the experience and opportunity- for the task at hand. The only thing that had driven Dagur's choice was the sudden glowing and golden vision of his husband before him.

What could she do about it? Anything she could say would only trouble Nott, who had accepted this was simply how her life was to be, always running in the circles Dagur laid out or left behind, and Astrid had no power to change that for her.

They flew through star-speckled night to a dawn that blazed and yet did little to cut the bite of the air in the northern reaches. Miles of nothing but dark water and bleak, barren little islands barely worthy of being called land. Then, at last, they arrived at their quarry's former stronghold. Astrid knew immediately this spot was the right one, despite that what they found was no fortress- not anymore. To even call it ruins was too generous. It was complete and utter wreckage.

Before this moment, she hadn't believed all the details of Fury and Skrill's story. Whatever the twins had seen, it had been in darkness, and their escape had happened in a moment of fear and chaos. But this exceeded even untempered expectations.

Fans of ice, like a series of waves frozen at the moment of impact, rose out from ocean. Their spikes challenged the sky and of their victim, only scattered planks and platforms remained, caught in the crevices of their brutal fingers. Yet there was something strangely lovely about the formation- how it glistened, the raw power it implied. Fury and Skrill's tale vouched that what had happened here hadn't been mindless destruction, but calculated justice, so perhaps that beauty wasn't inappropriate at all.

_Glad whatever did this is on our side_, she thought.

It was on their side, right?

"What dragon did _this_?" she heard Nott gasp.

"It must have been a giant," Astrid said, turning towards her. "I've only encountered two really massive dragons. One of them is dead and neither of them could shoot ice."

"Would Hiccup know?"

She paused for thought. Then she said, "I don't know."

Nott ordered a search for survivors. Only minutes were necessary to determine the place abandoned; the ice offered no purchase for even an adroit climber and there was too little left of the fortress to provide shelter, never mind concealment. That the trappers had perished seemed a credible theory judging solely by the scale of the damage, but there was no evidence for it- no corpses floating in the water, no questionable shadows within the ice.

_It did this without killing_, Astrid realized. Dragons only killed when they were pushed to it. This situation might have qualified- she certainly didn't think _she'd_ hold back if someone had Stormfly in a cage- but the dragon responsible for this knew it was powerful enough that it didn't need to. It could find another way.

Addressing the warriors, Nott declared, "There were people here and they certainly didn't get away on foot. You, Ragnaborg and Swiftsnap, fly back to the ships and tell them to hold position. The rest of us will fan out and find these cowards. No one hurts our dragons! No one takes our children! We'll track down these wretched troll-kin and bring them to High Chief Dagur's justice!"

In unison, the soldiers cheered and their winged companions roared. The perfect timing of their chant came from training, but their enthusiasm was born of full-hearted fury.

As the warriors organized themselves, Nott turned to Astrid and asked, "Find anything to give Stormfly a lead?"

"A scrap of cloth. I can't tell if it came from a cloak or a banner, but it's worth a try," she said. "These people aren't riders and even if they were, we know they don't have any dragons with them. We will find them."

"They've got a good head start, more than a day..."

"In ships that are probably damaged. We've got this."

"We don't know that they were working alone. We might discover they've got some pretty nasty friends." Nott shook her head. "Damn Dagur's nub of a temper! That woman knew something and he ran her off."

"You mean Stormcutter?" Astrid questioned.

"That's not her real name."

"I figured that. Maybe she'll turn up again. From the looks of what happened here, I know who I want to make friends with."

"If we can be friends," Nott remarked. "She was hiding something."

"Yeah, that was obvious, too. But she seemed very surprised by us. She didn't know anything about how we've changed," Astrid said. She wasn't quite sure that she should be jumping to the mysterious woman's defense- she agreed with Nott that her behavior had been very strange- but her impression of Stormcutter was that the woman intended good regardless of any unsociable tendencies. "If you thought you were the only person who cared about dragons and everyone else hated them, you'd be secretive, too. Hiccup acted just the same when he was hiding Toothless."


	10. Chapter 9

**Chapter Nine**

Marrying Dagur had placed Hiccup in a curious political position. Not only was he the heir of Berk, he was now consort to the High Chief of the Berserkers, and that gave him considerable influence over both tribes. Someone else might be well pleased to wield such power, but it made Hiccup uneasy. Too often when Stoick and Dagur disagreed, it was his opinion that decided the matter. Dictating the fate of the entire archipelago was not what he wanted, but abstaining from politics wasn't possible. Attempting such a withdrawal would be would be disrespectful to the people on both islands who looked up to him. So he had struck a personal balance: he was a Hooligan on Berk and a Berserker when on Berserker Island. He had married into Dagur's tribe and so with them he celebrated their traditions, followed their customs, and dressed himself as the chief's husband was expected to appear.

Today Hiccup wore a long, brown tunic and a leather vest covered in studs as was current Berserker fashion. He decided to forgo a belt; without it, his garments were loose enough to conceal the slight roundness of his middle. Around his forearms, wrapped cloths were secured by crisscrossing leather bands, and strapped onto his right shoulder was a pauldron decorated with Toothless' face. Helmets had never been Hiccup's style; instead he wore a circlet that matched the one Dagur had under his helm. The final touch was the symbol of his rank: war paint, two streaks of blue over his left eye, one less than Dagur's mark to signify that his power followed after the chief's.

Now he was ready to meet the day- and his father.

Stoick arrived in the late afternoon, landing Skullcrusher in the town square. News of his arrival had preceded him and he was greeted by a crowd of Berserkers, who gave him a welcoming cheer. It was much the same reception Dagur received on Berk now; both chiefs were hailed by their sister tribe as a friend. Stoick treated the affair casually, nodding to the gathered Berserkers as if they were acquaintances he was passing on the street. He dismounted from Skullcrusher and then reached up to help little Oswald out of the saddle. Sandy gripped Oswald's shoulder and let herself be carried down with him.

Hiccup wended through the crowd towards them. There was no denying that time had touched Stoick. His face was heavily lined and much of the red in his hair and beard had given over to gold. But he looked as sturdy and hail as Hiccup remembered him ever being- and this a man who had by now long outlived any of his forefathers. Riding dragons helped longevity better than fighting them, Hiccup mused with a smile.

Oswald was the first to notice Hiccup's approach. The boy gave a small gasp and then bolted forward, grabbing Hiccup's legs.

"Daddy," he mewled, clinging tightly to Hiccup.

Hiccup's ears caught the plaintive note in Oswald's voice. Fury and Skrill had taken Hiccup's return joyously, but Oswald seemed stricken. Four months was a long time- and how much longer did it seem to a child who had only just turned six, Hiccup wondered guiltily. He had told Dagur the children were old enough to cope with his absence, but what if he had been wrong?

_I had to go. It was my last chance._

But he was leaping to a wild conclusion based upon only one word from Oswald's mouth. Oswald might have been sad without Hiccup, but that didn't mean he hadn't been okay. And it was Hiccup's job to make everything okay now.

"Hello, Os," he said. "I'm so happy you're here."

Oswald looked up at him with a wide, hopeful smile. At that moment, despite that in most of his features he took after Hiccup, he looked uncannily like Dagur. Well, he might have Hiccup's eyes and nose, but he had Dagur's mouth.

Sandy jumped off Oswald's shoulder and onto Hiccup's pant leg. As she began to scamper up him, Hiccup scooped her into his arms and held her fondly. She purred and rubbed her head against him.

"So, decided you'd had your fill gallivanting across the world?" Stoick rumbled. He had his hands on his hips and was eyeing Hiccup's attire with disapproval. Hiccup, used to that look, ignored it. He never dressed this way on Berk, so Stoick had no cause to complain.

"Something like that," Hiccup replied evasively. Stoick hadn't approved of his expedition- Hiccup hadn't expected he would- but he had argued against it less strenuously than Hiccup had anticipated. At some point it seemed, Stoick truly had accepted that it was now Hiccup's place to make his own choices.

"Well, good then," Stoick concluded. His eye fell upon Oswald and he smiled warmly. Reaching down to ruffle the boy's hair, he said, "We had a good time, too, didn't we, Os?"

Oswald answered his grandfather with an eager nod.

"So, where are my other little hooligans? And where is that fool son-in-law of mine?"

"Making your supper," Hiccup answered good-naturedly. Despite the brusqueness of his earlier remarks, Hiccup could tell Stoick was in a pleasant mood. "Why don't you get Skullcrusher settled and then come by the house?"

"Aye, I'll do just that. It's been a long flight." Stoick thumped Hiccup's shoulder. "Glad to see you again, son. It's good that you're back."

* * *

><p>Fury and Skrill pounced upon Stoick as he stepped through the door. He laughed and let them wrestle him to the floor.<p>

"Oof! No mercy for an old man, have you? How about a hug then?"

Gleefully, they did as he asked. When Stoick got up, it was with one girl under each arm. He carried them to the dinner table.

"Such calm, quiet little lasses!" he teased them. "Don't suppose you've been getting into any trouble?"

Before they could answer, Dagur sang out, "Oh, none whatsoever. They're perfect, obedient valkyries." He turned away from his stove to set a large pot on the table with a thunk. "Hello, Stoick. Can't get rid of you, can I?"

Gruffly, Stoick answered, "You can try."

"No, no, I really can't."

Despite the terse introduction, dinner was pleasant. Neither Stoick nor Dagur said much, but Hiccup had learned the two men simply didn't _have_ anything to say to each other. If they were troubled by each other's company, it was more out of habit than anything else, for the old arguments had been settled and what remained was an odd truce: they simply couldn't hate each other when Hiccup and the children loved them both.

At the end of the meal, Stoick rose from his chair and said, "Hiccup, I need to have a word with you. Somewhere alone."

"Uh... what is this about, Dad?" Hiccup asked, thrown by the sudden request.

"Oh, nothing's amiss. It's simply a matter best spoken of first in private, that's all."

Waving a spoon violently in Stoick's direction, Dagur interjected, "You aren't trying to find new husband for him, are you? Or a _wife_? You can't replace me, Stoick! I won't stand for it!"

"Are you daft? I said 'nothing's amiss'. As much as it astonishes me, that includes you!" Stoick barked. "And thank you for supper!"

"_Oh_, you are welcome! You are most very, very-"

"Okay, Dad!" Hiccup chimed, making a point of noisily shoving his chair back. "Let's go!"

They left Dagur, the kids, and Toothless- Thordis had gone off on her own again- behind as they exited the house. Stoick might not have minded Toothless' presence, but Hiccup knew the Night Fury wanted to spend some time cuddling Oswald. Truthfully, that was what Hiccup wanted to be doing, but he could wait. Oswald wouldn't feel deprived when he had the attention of his dragon-dad.

The sun hung low in the sky, promising only a few hours of light to be had. Hiccup led Stoick to the Berserker academy. At this hour the students were gone and the caretakers busy in the back with the dragon hatchlings and newest recruits.

"No one should bother us here," Hiccup said. "What's this about, Dad? You didn't mention anything in your message."

"It's not the sort of thing I could put to writing," Stoick answered. "But first, son, there's something we need to settle."

_Settle? _Hiccup questioned and almost cringed. How many arguments between him and his father had started this way?

With some urgency, Stoick said, "This journey you took... did you find whatever it is you were after? Your map, is it done?"

"Unless I find the edge of the world, the map will never be done."

"Let me put it another way. Are _you_ done with it?"

_I told you I was only going to do this once_, Hiccup thought with frustration. He hated how dismissively his father spoke of his ambition, but he understood Stoick's grievance with it. A chief could not be an explorer. He belonged at home, seeing to his people. And as much as Hiccup might always hear the whisper of a foreign wind, singing in his ear, more than his duty kept him anchored to the archipelago. He would never leave his family. They were in his heart and so he would keep them within his arms.

"Yes, Dad. I am."

"Good." Stoick nodded. "Very good. Your place is here. Hiccup, it's past time we had this talk."

"That sounds ominous."

Stoick shook his head and gave a soft laugh. "It isn't. Not at all! Quite the opposite, son! Oh..." He smiled and rubbed at his eye. "I couldn't be more pleased this day has come."

Hiccup had no idea what Stoick was talking about and that worried him. Sometimes, what his father expected to be a welcome surprise was an awkward complication for him. But he decided to be optimistic. Cheerfully, he replied, "I'm glad to hear it. You should know I have something exciting to tell you, too. But you first, Dad."

Approvingly, Stoick nodded. He clasped his hands together and cleared his throat. Then somewhat formally, as if he had prepared his words beforehand, he began, "Hiccup, you're the pride of the Berk. The pride of the Berserkers, too, I'd wager. A chief couldn't ask for a better successor."

"Dad..." Hiccup murmured sheepishly, flustered by the overt praise.

"It's true! Look at all you've accomplished. You've done things I never imagined _could_ be done. You've changed our world. No one will ever forget your legacy. If the songs remember me for anything, it'll be for having been your father." Stoick sounded proud, but also wistful.

"Don't say that. You're a great chief!" Hiccup insisted. "It wasn't easy protecting Berk from the Red Death. And I know it wasn't easy raising me. I wouldn't be who I am without you."

"You're kind to flatter an old man, but it's not me you take after. You're so much like your mother…" A pained look crossed Stoick's eyes. "I suppose I've never told you enough about her to know that. I'm sorry. That was a mistake. She deserves better and I will mend that, but now's not the time."

Hiccup felt a pang. He knew so little of his mother- even Gobber had never spoken of her much- and at some point, he had accepted he never would. It was a pain that felt less sharp than it might have, for he had been a baby when she'd been taken. Eaten by a dragon, no less, and sometimes he felt the strange irony of that; he, who was such a friend to dragons, had lost his mother to one. But it felt like a distant fact. It certainly hadn't been hovering in his mind when he had met Toothless. But it surely had been in Stoick's and he realized what a great effort it must have taken his father to accept the Night Fury and welcome dragons to Berk as if they belonged.

Stoick continued, "I've always had high hopes for you, son. You've exceeded every last one of them. You've proven you're your own man- and a good man. You look out for your own and you never back down from what you believe. You're ready, you're more than ready. It's time I retired- and that you take my place as Chief of Berk."

"What?"

For all Stoick's talk of him being strong and standing his ground, Hiccup felt the urge to flee from the arena. Of anything he might have expected, this certainly was not it! He had thought Stoick would give up the mantle of chief when the Valkyries came to pry him from this world- and truthfully, Hiccup had rather hoped that would be the case.

Laughing, Stoick said, "Is it really such a surprise? I'd been chief for many a year when I was your age."

"Yeah, but things were different then! Your dad..." _Got killed by a dragon, yep_, Hiccup thought, suddenly realizing that Stoick would be the first Haddock in centuries not to meet that fate. "...wasn't around! You've got years left-"

"Which I intend to spend chasing my grandchildren!" Stoick declared pleasantly. Seeing Hiccup's panicked reaction, he waggled his finger and said, "Ah, I know what you're thinking. You needn't worry. I don't intend to do anything drastic like move in next door. You and Dagur, two hot-blooded men in the prime of your lives, I remember what that's like-"

"I doubt you remember what _this_ is like," Hiccup said flatly, sweeping his hand down from his neck, over his middle. "And it's not that. This is horrible timing, Dad."

"No, horrible timing is finding out you're chief in the middle of wrestling a Gobsucker. This is exactly right. It's rare to get a choice in matters like this, but I know it's time," Stoick said confidently. "Now, what is it you have to tell me?"

"Oh, that. Well, _that_..." Hiccup suppressed a nervous laugh and waved his hands. Ta da! "I'm pregnant."

Startled, Stoick barked, "What? Again?"

"Again- what is this 'again'?" Hiccup demanded. "You make it sound like this is happening all the time and we've got a horde of feral children running around somewhere. Oswald was six years ago."

"It's… just not what I thought you'd choose for yourself," Stoick replied, somewhat apologetic. "It was your choice, right? I don't need to…"

"No, Dad, I don't need you to chop off Dagur's manhood." When his father gave a jolt, Hiccup added, "Dagur told me you made that threat. Thank you for that, it was so much fun to hear him mention it every single morning for the first year of our marriage."

"Son... someone had to..." Stoick attempted, an explanation Hiccup couldn't imagine how he would finish and frankly did not want to know.

"I know I used to talk about having _a_ kid, singular. But I also used to think other people knowing about my worlds would ruin everything for me." _And I didn't used to love Dagur_, he added silently. His thumb moved to rub the cloth around his ring finger. "We planned this one. Believe me, I would love it if Dagur could do this part for me, but since he can't and I can… I'd rather do this than not have another child."

Stoick stilled and then his eyes softened. "Son, all I want to know is that you're happy."

"I am, Dad. So what are you worried about?"

Stoick's face began to relax- then a new concern came to his mind, for his brow crinkled again. "Wait, when did this happen? You've been gone four months-"

"A little before that. I didn't find out until after I left."

"And you didn't come back?" Stoick questioned.

"Why should I have? I was fine. I'm just getting to the awkward stage, that's why I came back now," Hiccup argued.

He really had had an easy time so far with this baby, but even if he had been plagued by airsickness as he had been carrying Fury and Skrill, he might not have returned. This had been his last chance to chase the sunset and chart the waters beyond Berk. He had grasped for every moment he could take.

Now it was over- but now he could make himself accept that because he'd seized the most he could. If he had any regrets, they wouldn't be on account of his actions. He would never worry that he hadn't tried hard enough, that he hadn't given all that he could.

"Dad, this whole thing with me becoming chief? Can it wait? Because this can't wait," he said, pressing his hands over his stomach.

"It's never waited for children before, Hiccup. Balancing obligations is something a chief does," Stoick said. "I thought you'd take this gladly. But I understand, it's a big change and you might need a few days to let it sink in. We can wait a bit before making the announcement."

"No, no, no announcement," Hiccup insisted. "I don't need a few days. I need a year so I can have this baby and everything not be crazy."

Sternly, Stoick insisted, "A few days, Hiccup. It's a luxury none of your ancestors had. You don't need to overthink this."

_You want to make me chief, but you don't want to listen to what I think we should do? How does that make any sense?_ Hiccup wanted to demand. But he recognized Stoick's mood. Trying to argue with his father now would lead to a fight, which would end explosively and resolve nothing.

"Fine," Hiccup agreed. "A few days and then we'll discuss how to handle this."

A few days for Hiccup to think up the likeliest way to convince Stoick to wait.
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**Chapter Ten**

"Do you want to use the rope? I think we should use the rope tonight," Dagur purred into Hiccup's ear as he sat behind him on the bed, massaging his shoulders.

_Why do you like be tied up so much? _Hiccup wondered. He didn't mind indulging Dagur- not as long as it was the Berserker whose wrists were bound to the bedposts- but thought it was a strange fixation.

"I'm not in the mood, Dagur."

"Not in the mood for the rope? Or...?"

Hiccup turned to face Dagur and sighed. "My talk with Dad was... unexpected. And I'm not thrilled how it went."

"Ugh, of course," Dagur groaned, rolling his eyes. "Stoick loves to ruin a good time. What does he want now?"

"He wants me to take over as chief. Now. Not in a year, not ten years, not when he's in Valhalla- _now_. And I mean right now."

Hiccup watched Dagur closely for his reaction. The man looked perplexed, but then excitement broke over his face and he opened his mouth into a wide grin.

"This is fantastic!" he exclaimed, shooting his arms straight into the air. "Finally! I've been waiting twenty years for this! Now we can do whatever we want!"

"Am I missing something? What are we not doing now that we can once I'm chief?"

"Well, nothing, really. But we could! That's the point, Hiccup. We _could_."

That point was pointless and Hiccup decided not to address it. Dagur's happiness didn't surprise him but he was still jarred by it, a stark contrast to his own mood. Worriedly, he insisted, "Do you realize how much this will change? How this will complicate our lives? This back and forth we do between our islands- it's going to get _worse_. I'm not always going to be able to come with you when the Berserkers need you. It means more time apart, more shuffling the kids around-"

"I know that. I knew that when we got married." Dagur took Hiccup's hand and lifted it to his cheek. "Maybe it won't be easy. I don't care. You're worth it, Hiccup."

The statement was both forthright and sweet. For a moment, Hiccup's anxiety was suspended; he felt that he could melt under Dagur's gaze, right into the other man's arms, and no matter what else happened, the core of his joy could always be found there.

If only it were truly that simple.

"I don't know if I want this," Hiccup admitted.

"What? Nah. You've been looking forward to this your whole life. You always talk about it. 'A chief does this' and 'a chief does that'."

"I'm not sure 'looking forward' is the right way to put it. Ever since I ended the Red Death and things on Berk started to change, it just seemed... inevitable."

"Since when have you settled for the inevitable?" Dagur questioned.

He was right. Many times Hiccup had tried resigning himself to his apparent fate, yet a surge of determination had always swerved him another way. The idea of taking his father's place didn't stir rebellion in his heart. When he was young, all he had wanted was to prove himself, and he had. But what did that mean if he did nothing else with the strength and intuition he had found within? He could lead his people. It was a startling thought, but he knew he could and that he would be proud to do it. What then was the source of his reluctance? Was it simply the shock of it happening now, so much sooner than he had anticipated?

"Point taken," he said. "But the timing's rather awful, don't you think? What about the baby?"

"Eh!" Dagur declared with a shrug.

"Eh? What do you mean 'eh'?" he demanded, baffled by the man's reaction. "It's our baby!"

"I'll take care of the baby."

Hiccup narrowed his eyes in annoyance. "First of all, you're a chief, too. Nott can't do everything, you should be just as busy as me. Second, I'm having this baby for me just as much you! So how is that a solution?"

Dagur looked confused for a moment. Then he lowered his gaze and said, "Oh, yeah. I guess that makes sense."

"Juggling the family is going to be difficult and I'm not looking forward to that. Everything gets in the way of something else..."

"Like the map," Dagur suddenly supplied.

Hiccup grimaced as he agreed, "Like the map. Sometimes I feel like I have inside me more than one person, but I can't be all of them. I have to choose. Have you ever felt like that?"

To his surprise, Dagur answered, "I didn't think you would feel like that."

"Huh?"

"It seems like you've always known exactly who you are. I had to stumble around to figure out who I am and the first time I got a choice, I picked the wrong thing."

Yes, he had. Dagur the Deranged, tyrant and warlord, who would return the Berserkers to their former glory through their old, merciless ways- a brutal dream that hadn't made even Dagur happy in the end. Hiccup believed it never could have, even if Dagur had succeeded. How much did the past still haunt Dagur? Not at all was Hiccup's hope. In his eyes, Dagur had redeemed himself.

"And then you picked the right thing," he insisted, squeezing Dagur's hand. "And I love you for it."

"I didn't pick. You let me have you."

"Dagur..." Hiccup shook his head. He hadn't been talking about their relationship, but Dagur had a disconcerting way of connecting everything to it. "We chose each other. Maybe not at exactly the same time, but I couldn't have chosen you if you hadn't chosen me."

"But the map-"

"Why are you bringing up the map? I'm done with the map. My life is with you," he said. He meant that to be the end of the conversation, but something Stoick had said earlier nagged at him. Tentatively, he asked, "You understand why I didn't come home immediately when I found out I was pregnant, right? Why I waited?"

Frowning, Dagur questioned, "Why are you asking me this?"

"Just... worried it might seem weird."

"Is it weird?" Dagur enunciated the sentence slowly.

_Now you're acting weird_, Hiccup thought, regretting he had brought it up. Why was he allowing Stoick's reaction to bother him? His father loved him but rarely understood him, and he should be used to that. To Dagur he replied, "Forget I said anything. It doesn't matter what other people think. Let's get some sleep."

* * *

><p>The next morning Hiccup managed to wake before Dagur. Briefly he considered getting a bit revenge by writing his name in paint on Dagur's face, but then realized why that would be a terrible idea: Dagur would be too proud of it to wash it off. He gave his husband a kiss instead and crept out of bed to dress.<p>

In the hearth room, Toothless was waiting for him. Hiccup would have expected the Night Fury to still be with the children, but he and Toothless did seem to have an intuitive sense of when they needed each other. He reached out his hand to stroke Toothless' head.

"Hey, bud. How about a flight before breakfast?"

By now Hiccup knew the landscape of Berserker almost as well as Berk. He and Toothless flew to the far side of the island, where no one would trouble them except for perhaps a few stray dragons. Sitting together on the cliff side, Hiccup stared into the morning mist and explained to Toothless Stoick's abrupt and formidable decision.

"It's not like I haven't known this was coming. But so soon! And with a new baby-"

Toothless took that word as a cue and butted against Hiccup, nudging Hiccup to uncurl so that he could nuzzle at his belly.

"Oh, oh, I see how it is. Everything is fine just so long as I can keep giving you hatchlings."

Toothless snorted at this, but then maneuvered himself to coil around Hiccup, providing a backrest and rubbing Hiccup's arm affectionately.

"We just got home. I want to play with our kids, spend time with Dagur. And I'm having a baby! Does Dad not understand what that does to me? It's like sometimes he forgets my first world exists, which... wouldn't that be nice? No, Dad is going to have to wait. He shouldn't be making me chief if he doesn't trust my decisions anyway."

He stood up. It was time they returned. Facing down Stoick was never an easy thing, but it wouldn't be the first time Hiccup had insisted on his own way and he couldn't imagine Stoick doing anything more severe than stewing in his own irritation for awhile.

Back in town, he found Stoick waiting for him outside his house.

"Flittering about on Toothless were you?" his father asked- somewhat jovially, somewhat concerned. "You're going to have to start making better use of your time."

"Maybe- or maybe I'm not always going to do things like you would. Isn't it a nice morning, Dad? Maybe you should be on a ride with Skullcrusher."

His father blinked, unable to decide if Hiccup's response was sarcastic or polite enough not to merit offense. "I'll be heading back to Berk this afternoon. I want you back within the week. We'll make the announcement and then we'll hold the ceremony-"

_I don't remember saying yes_, he thought in frustration and insisted, "No. If you want me to be chief, you can't run my life. What you said yesterday, I get it. But if we get to choose when this happens, then I believe the best thing-"

They were interrupted by the clattering clomp of an armored Berserker on Gronckle-back racing up the street. The pair stopped short in front of the house and the warrior gave a startled look to see that she had come upon Hiccup and Stoick.

"Er..."

"Looking for Chief Dagur?" Hiccup suggested.

Stoick thumped his fist loudly against the door. A second later, it flew open and Dagur poked his head out, looking irate.

"What?" he snapped. "I said breakfast will be ready when-"

With a growl, Stoick shook his head and waved towards the waiting warrior.

"Oh," Dagur said and then turned towards his soldier with a pleasant grin. "Hello! Do you have something to say or did you want a reason to run for your life this morning?"

If the Berserkers hadn't always taken Dagur's threats of death and dismemberment as affectionate teasing, this island would have blazed up in revolt years ago, Hiccup thought.

"Your Derangedness, I bring word from your sister, Nott the Relentless. The dragon trapper base was abandoned, but their ships have been found. The prisoners will be delivered to your justice soon."

"Excellent! Good work, soldier- now get out of my sight," Dagur said. As the warrior-dragon pair cantered away, he turned to Hiccup and asked, "Do you prefer skulls or finger bones? Oh, what am I saying? You can have both!"

Hiccup's response was to gawk. Had he heard correctly? Trappers? _Dragon_ trappers? Where had they come from- where had this message come from? This was the first he'd heard of any of this!

Finally, he burst, "What is going on!"

"Oh, uh..." Dagur looked to the side nervously and shrugged. "Some stuff happened a few days ago. But Nott is taking care of it-"

"Is that where Nott is? I asked you where she was and you didn't say a thing!"

"You didn't ask twice! And you kissed me afterward- you know that distracts me, Hiccup! You're very distracting!"

"You can't use that as a defense! It's ludicrous! You didn't want to tell me, did you? Why?" Hiccup demanded. "What is going on?"

"Aye," Stoick suddenly rumbled. He crossed his arms. "I think I had best hear this as well."

Dagur's eyes darted between them and he said nervously, "I don't like it when you two make the same face."

"Dagur," Hiccup demanded bitingly, "what happened?"
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**Chapter Eleven**

"I don't _believe_ you!" Hiccup exclaimed. "How could you keep this from me?"

It was an hour later, the full tale told, and now he and Dagur were alone in their bedroom. Stoick had volunteered to take the kids out of the house for breakfast and amusement. The Chief of Berk was angry, too, but had recognized Hiccup's place to have this discussion privately with his husband. Toothless had stayed in the hearth room, to growl away any ill-timed visitors. There would be no interruptions for this!

The story was worse than Hiccup had imagined. Mercenaries in the archipelago, trapping dragons for slaves or worse had sounded about as bad as it could be- until he'd learned that they had captured Thordis, and Fury and Skrill along with her. Concealing their daughters' imperilment was more than Hiccup could forgive in a moment's understanding. That the girls had said nothing he did not find surprising. They were afraid- rightly so- of getting punished. But that Dagur had hidden the affair entirely left him astounded.

"No, please," Dagur whimpered, like a kicked puppy. Under other circumstances Hiccup might have felt some pity, but right now this reaction only made him more furious. "Don't be angry. Everything was under control. I was going to tell you. But you had just come home, I wanted to make you feel good-"

"Well, that was a colossal misordering of priorities! You don't think that maybe something like this _shouldn't_ wait? It should never, ever wait!"

"I didn't want to upset you!"

"And look at what a great job you did of that!" Hiccup declared, waving his hands mockingly. "Our _children_, Dagur! What could possibly come before them? And, my gods, we were just talking about me becoming chief. How can that- how can you and me and _that_- work if I can't trust you not to hide things from me? You can't make a decision and leave me out of it- I don't care if you think you're protecting me or something else equally absurd. That's crazy and you're wrong!"

"That's not fair!" Dagur cried, suddenly looking hurt. "You can't tell me not to do that- it's what you do!"

Dagur's protest was squeaky, but it could have been a thunderclap for how effectively it silenced Hiccup. His heart gave an anxious thump. What was Dagur talking about?

"What do you mean?" he asked, urgency replacing his anger. "I don't understand."

"I-" Dagur gaped, eyes widening in alarm. Then he shook his head frantically. "No, no, I didn't mean to-"

"Didn't mean to what?"

"Please. Let's pretend I didn't say anything-"

"No, I can't!" Hiccup exclaimed. Dagur was acting increasingly frantic and he found it alarming. Something was wrong, some worm eating at his brain, and Hiccup had to burrow it out. "You think I'm hiding something from you? Dagur, I tell you everything. What's wrong?"

Shaking his head again, he answered, "You're right. You tell me everything. So nothing's wrong."

Hiccup felt a sick twinge in his stomach. _Don't do this, please don't do this_, he silently begged. He had thought Dagur had stopped twisting the truth and playing pretend for his sake!

"Don't lie to me. I'm your husband, if there's a problem I want to fix it. That's what this means," he insisted, holding up his left hand.

"There isn't a problem. I love you, Hiccup, so it's okay. It will always be okay." He raised his arms as if to hug him. "_Máni_-"

Of any possible slip of the tongue, it was the worst one Dagur could make. Panic seized Hiccup and he sprung back towards the door. "Don't call me that!"

"I-" Dagur's lips twitched as he searched futilely for something to say. He snatched at Hiccup's hand. "No, I-"

"You still call me that in your head, don't you? That's still how you think of me!" Hiccup accused. "I thought we'd gotten past that! I thought things were different now!"

"They are!" Dagur declared, but he didn't seem earnest- he looked terrified. "Of course they are! I made a mistake, I'm sorry, and that's all that's going on."

"Not it's not! You're saying whatever you think I need to hear! You're lying to me and I... I can't..."

He couldn't think, too disturbed by the resurgence of Dagur's old madness. Overwhelmed, he pushed against the door and dashed out of the room.

* * *

><p>"I'm okay. I'm... No. I'm not okay," Hiccup admitted to Toothless.<p>

He hadn't known what to do after leaving the house. He had gotten onto Toothless and fled back into the forest. There, concealed by a dense thicket, he lay with his arms around Toothless' head. The Night Fury was the only one he didn't feel ashamed to let see him in his current state, frantic and teary. Toothless warbled at him sympathetically. It helped, a little.

"It's not supposed to be this way. I shouldn't be his moon anymore. It's supposed to be about _us_."

They loved each other and so they cared about each other's happiness. That was supposed to be completely mutual, equitable. But it was something Dagur had taken to an extreme once, years before they had wed, and Hiccup feared it happening again, that Dagur would choose once more to subsume his own identity and desires for whatever Hiccup wanted.

"How can I stop him when it's so hard to tell when he's doing that? He's always so happy when I'm around, just so happy I'm there." Hiccup clenched his left hand and stared at the ring and the wrapped band of cloth. "He loves me so much, Toothless. So how can I tell what's not real?"

Toothless gave a sad whine.

"He thinks I'm hiding something from him. Something I don't want him to know, maybe to protect him. I don't understand. There's nothing! This is completely in his head. What is he thinking?"

Then it came to him. The map! Just last night Dagur had spoken of it, acknowledging that its completion was something Hiccup had given up for his family, an alternate path Hiccup had felt unable follow.

"He's paranoid about the expedition! He thinks I regret... but, Toothless, I don't! I want him!"

Was that why Dagur had reacted to Hiccup's anger with fear? Was Dagur scared that if he didn't keep Hiccup happy, then Hiccup might change his mind about their life together?

_Oh, Dagur. Don't you have more faith in me than that? Don't you have more faith in yourself? I'll never leave you._

"He must be in a panic right now. He messed up big time and I can't let that go. But I need to show him that it's not Ragnarok. He can't screw up and make me stop loving him."

* * *

><p>Hiccup returned home and, in an aggravating repeat of the morning's events, was again greeted by Stoick with a gruff question.<p>

"Did you get Dagur straightened out?"

Stoick had no right to stick his nose into Hiccup's marriage. Spine stiffening, he ignored his father's query and instead replied, "After Nott brings in the prisoners and we interrogate them, I'll send a messenger with whatever we learn."

"That won't be necessary. I'll be staying here for now. I intend to judge this matter for myself."

Wearily, Hiccup nodded. He couldn't argue with that, especially when Dagur had now proven himself so unreliable. Unfortunately, he knew Stoick's presence would be a continuous source of agitation for Dagur and that would hardly help Hiccup sooth the Berserker.

_Well, we've worked things out under less than ideal circumstances before_, he reassured himself.

Said Stoick, "Find out more about that woman, if you can."

"What woman?" he asked and then remembered. In the chaos of everything else, Fury and Skrill's mysterious rescuer had slipped from his mind. "Oh, yeah. She's the only good news, I suppose."

"We don't know enough to count her as an ally. I certainly won't until we know her real name," Stoick pronounced with a frown. "It isn't Stormcutter, that much I can tell you!"

"Why not? Your granddaughters are named after dragons."

"Think, Hiccup! They're wee and they're the oldest that are! No one of my generation or before would choose such names for their children."

_Maybe she's not a Viking_, Hiccup thought, but did not feel like mentioning the idea. He wanted to escape this discussion more than anything, even if that meant leaving a valid point unspoken. "Alright. I'll see what I can learn."

Dagur wasn't in the house. Thordis napping in the stable outside had led Hiccup to speculate that he might be, but the Skrill was not an indicator of Dagur's whereabouts or mood in the way that Toothless often was for Hiccup; she and Dagur lacked such companionship. Inside instead, he found Fury, Skrill, and Oswald sitting in a ring in front of the hearth. They were tossing a ball back and forth to Sandy in the center. Stoick had probably gotten them started on that game. It wasn't that the girls disliked Oswald, merely that they were usually so wrapped up in each other they simply forgot about him. The children looked up as they heard Hiccup and Toothless enter. Each smiled at him.

At this, the first sight of his children since learning of their harrowing escapade, relief and gratitude crashed over Hiccup. His only urge- his need, his compulsion- was to take them into his arms and know that they were safe. He could interrogate Fury and Skrill about their ordeal later. For now, he wanted only to alleviate his distressed heart.

As suppertime approached, Dagur returned. The Berserker said hello, smiled, and hugged their kids as if nothing strange had happened. Then he set to work over the fire, humming as he cooked. The tune was familiar to Hiccup- not enough so for him to identify it, but to recognize that today Dagur got it completely wrong. His rhythm was a bit too fast, a few notes were slightly off key. Tiny errors, but they added up to a sound that, to Hiccup's ears, seemed demented. He studied Dagur's face carefully and the saw the signs he expected: lips twitching, eyes squinting slightly. It indicated worry, that the happy husband Dagur was trying to be was, for the moment, an act.

_Are you pretending for the kids or for me? _Hiccup wondered dejectedly. Fury, Skrill, and Oswald didn't seem to sense anything amiss; they'd turned to their usual evening amusements, Oswald a book and the girls swords, and carried on as normal. That was for the best, Hiccup decided. They shouldn't carry the anxiety of their fathers' troubles.

It wasn't until they entered the bedroom that night that Hiccup and Dagur were finally alone. Hiccup opened his mouth to speak, but before he could make any sound, Dagur swept him into his arms and kissed him.

_ Okay. Alright_, Hiccup decided. Maybe this was what Dagur needed more than words right now. When Dagur's hands tugged at Hiccup's shirt and then paused in question, Hiccup answered, "Yes."

The mood was far from perfect, Hiccup's sense of passion at the moment tepid. The trigger for their arousal was solace more than want tonight. Dagur was tender, yet despite the gentleness of his touch there was a desperation to it which gave it an edge.

It didn't hurt. It was the sadness of it that was painful. When Hiccup climaxed, it was with a cry that was almost a sob.

"Are you... did I...?" Dagur asked frantically.

"No. I'm fine," he said. Physically, it was true. "I love you."

"I will always love you."

_Please_, Hiccup thought, _don't say it like that._

Dagur didn't need to empty himself of everything for Hiccup's sake. If he did, what would be left of the man that Hiccup did love?

* * *

><p>Valka had lost days to her grief. Throughout, Cloudjumper was patient and stayed by her side. These were not memories they shared, but he understood her sorrow and his presence was a balm. His eyes were warm, reflecting his love. If his spirit still found joy in hers, she could not be so wretched as she felt. She'd made so many mistakes in her past, some that perhaps were unforgivable, but her present was one of vital and honorable purpose. She could not let her regrets sink her into idleness. She pushed forward.<p>

Drago Bludvist was coming for Berk. That the archipelago had once been her home did not mean she should consider it differently from any other place, any other tribe. Her job was to spare from his savage grasp as many dragons as she could. If she acted to confound his war effort, it would be through stealth and sabotage. She would not expose herself. And she would not, as she had never, fight side by side with the men he intended to terrorize. Men always asked her to choose between them and dragons, and she had long ago made her choice.

Yet she could not dismiss her own glimpse of a Skrill playfully teasing a Viking chief by taking his helmet and licking his face, nor the warrior who had soothed her Deadly Nadder with soft murmuring and a gentle hand. She could not banish from her thoughts the words that warrior had said.

_"...we learned the truth and we were able to stop the fighting. We became friends."_

Valka's long-ago dream, perfect and impossible, come true? How could she believe it?

How could she ignore it? If there were others like her, ones who loved dragons and treated them as their own, it changed everything.

The interior of the Sanctuary was rock and ice, but it looked like a forest. Ferns sprouted everywhere and lush, vibrant moss carpeted the stones. Valka and Cloudjumper crossed a ground as green as any grassy meadow to the edge of the Bewilderbeast's pool. There the gigantic dragon rested, soothed by the flow of the waterfalls at his back. He opened his eyes at Valka's approach, regarding her with curiosity and welcome. She dropped to one knee and spread her arms, bowing before him.

"I must tell you what I've seen," she said, speaking urgently. "I need your guidance. The wrong choice could place us in even graver danger, or it could lead us to abandon those worthy of your protection. Please, I must know what you wish me to do."
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**Chapter Twelve**

The next morning, a messenger arrived bearing another report from Nott. She had taken prisoner several trappers, including their leader, and was returning home.

News and rumor rippled over the island, setting it aflame. As Nott's ships approached anchorage, Berserkers swarmed the docks, screaming ancestral war cries and curses. Hiccup thought he had seen Dagur's people angry before, during the years he had been their chief's special nemesis, but the Berserkers had respected Hiccup as a warrior, an enemy worthy of song- the trappers were something else, cowards without honor or spirit. Their treatment of dragons was abhorrent enough, but they had piled on top of that an unforgivable atrocity: they had caged and tormented the archipelago's beloved twin princesses. For that, any Berserker who could draw breath would bellow for their blood.

Perhaps it ought to hearten Hiccup than an entire horde of deadly lunatics stood ready to plunge into battle for his children, but their howling left him rattled. He'd never been a typical Viking. Noise like this too often drowned out any request for empathy or reason and he had never accepted that the first solution to any problem was to bash it with an axe. He looked at his children. Fury and Skrill, seemingly energized by the clamor, were mimicking everyone else's fierce expressions, but Oswald's eyes were wide and his shoulders hunched timorously as he clung to Toothless.

_This is why I did not want to bring them!_ Hiccup thought. He wished he could have made them stay home, but that was not the Viking way- and it was one custom that Hiccup, even as unconventional as others knew and accepted he was, could not overturn. Vikings never hid the realities of battle from even the youngest children. The chief's family was expected to be here and any absence would shame Dagur- not, Hiccup reflected ruefully, that it had even occurred to Dagur that dragging a small six-year-old boy to a raging warriors' rally could possibly be a bad idea.

"Os," he called softly, kneeling down beside his son.

Oswald jerked his head in his direction, looking startled.

"Don't be afraid. These are your people. Their fierceness will protect you," Hiccup said. "But that doesn't mean you have to like the noise. I don't like it either."

"I..." Oswald murmured and then nodded. Sandy poked her head up out of the neck of his shirt.

Hiccup picked up the boy and placed him in Toothless' saddle. "There. Dragon-Dad's got you. So don't you worry. I won't let anything happen to you or Sandy or anyone else. You're safe."

And to see to that, he insisted the children stay with the crowd and stand by Toothless while he and Dagur walked down the pier. They stopped mid-way so that the prisoners would have to be marched to them. Stoick joined them, standing slightly behind Dagur rather than at his side with Hiccup; equal in rank though they might be, they were on Berserker lands and so Dagur was the authority here. All three men were armed, Stoick with his axe, Dagur with the Night's Tooth, and Hiccup with his flame sword and Gronckle iron shield newly reclaimed from Dagur.

Nott's ships and aerial warriors approached, giving Hiccup his first glimpse of the trappers. They were men wearing fur pelts and peaked hats that covered their ears. All of them were in chains and not a one looked particularly brave.

"Chief Dagur! Hail!" a voice from above called.

Nott, riding Helbane, she swooped towards them. With one hand, as if her burden were light as a kitten, she held up a man by his neck. Her unfortunate captive was of a size to match most Vikings, but that made him a dwarf compared to Nott. Hiccup guessed he was the trapper leader, given that she had singled him out. Unlike his fellow prisoners, he didn't look afraid so much as incredulous, as if his predicament was a disturbing hallucination that he might still escape.

"This is the man who tried to take our dragons!" Nott declared. "This is the man who dared threaten our children!"

With that last denouncement, she flung him against the dock. Hiccup winced at the way he bounced as he hit the wood, but the Berserkers behind him howled with approval. The man groaned and raised his head. There were blue marks tattooed on his chin and a purple bruise across his cheek. Hiccup wondered how he had acquired that- if it had been Nott who had administered it to him- but then he remembered that this man had put Fury and Skrill in a cage. Any stirrings of sympathy died abruptly.

Dagur stepped forward. He yanked the man up by his shoulders and demanded, "Do you know who I am?"

The man looked at him blearily.

"I said…" Dagur drew the prisoner to his face and shouted, "Do you know who I am!"

This time the prisoner responded, shaking his head. "No."

"I am Dagur the Deranged, High Chief of the Berserkers," he answered in a menacing growl. Then he screeched, "I am the man whose children you stole!"

Hiccup's fist clenched. Suddenly, the Berserkers' insistent clamor no longer jarred him. Not as he felt his own blood heat. Normally violence repelled him, urged him to call for clemency- but not now. Not when his children had almost learned horror at this man's hand.

The prisoner gave a weak cough and said, "Funny. Usually, when I face an angry father, it's because I deflowered his-"

Dagur screamed wildly and released one of the man's shoulders, so that he could punch him in the face. The blow knocked the prisoner out cold.

* * *

><p>"Charming prison you've got here," Hiccup drawled, glancing over the walls of the cramped and dark little hut. "This where you would have put me?"<p>

"Aw, no. If I had captured you all those years ago, I would have put you somewhere much nicer. Somewhere with pillows," Dagur assured him.

Behind them, Stoick growled.

"Hey!" protested Dagur, turning around. "He may be your son, but he's my husband! I get to flirt with him!"

"Forget it, I shouldn't have brought it up," Hiccup said. Now probably wasn't the best time to reminisce over their weird, hostile past.

At the far end of the room, the prisoner sat in the corner with his ankle manacled to the wall. Two Berserker soldiers stood watch over him, their eyes steel. Whoever this man was, he'd committed the worst possible grievance against them and there was no pity to be found for him anywhere on this island. It was for his own safety as much as any other concern that he had been brought here, hauled with all the care one would give a sack of rocks, after Dagur's blow to his head. The people of Berserker wanted to tear him apart, but they needed him mostly intact and functional if they were to get any information from him.

The intermission, from leaving the docks to going home and waiting for word that the prisoner had regained cognizance, had been good and necessary, Hiccup thought. He no longer felt like his head or heart was boiling. His anger remained sharp, but it was cold. This man would suffer for what he'd done, but Hiccup's need for that was less immediate. He could be rational about this situation and he needed to be, for Dagur certainly wouldn't.

"Hello, scum!" Dagur called out cheerily. "Ready to answer some questions?"

The prisoner rolled his head and groaned. "What does it matter? I'm a dead man anyway."

"You think we're going to kill you?" Hiccup questioned.

"I am going to kill him!" Dagur declared.

_Yeah, that's going to encourage him to talk_, Hiccup thought irritably, shooting Dagur a look. "You can live- possibly. But only if you answer our questions."

It was a bluff- Hiccup wasn't going to kill anybody- but that was how interrogation worked.

The prisoner croaked out a bleak laugh. "You think you're being clever. You're amateurs. I still have all my fingers."

"That can change," Dagur growled with sincerity, pulling out the Night's Tooth.

"Or not," Hiccup insisted, grabbing Dagur's arm. "I'm being honest with you. You're out of options. You invaded our territory, abused our dragons, kidnapped my children-"

"Your children? I thought they were his children." The man tilted his head towards Dagur. "Unless one of you has got bits I don't know about."

What followed next was all too predictable. Dagur quivered with rage and raised his sword, while the two Berserker guards turned, pulling their axes.

"Stop!" Hiccup boomed, raising his voice as loud as he could. "Don't touch him!"

All three of them froze, even Dagur, and looked at Hiccup uncertainly. It was clear to him that all the prisoner had done was make a dumb joke, a blind fumble for juvenile crudeness, but the others had interpreted the remark as an implication of Hiccup's first world. Such a breach of taboo was never tolerated past the breath it took to utter it.

_You're lucky I know you're only being stupid_, Hiccup thought scornfully and explained, "He's just an idiot. He doesn't know anything."

The prisoner gave another hollow laugh. "Wherever you go, people are the same. Insult a warrior's manhood and everyone's feathers get ruffled. Given how they rushed to defend your pride, I presume you're the authority here? He's the chief, so what are you? The village wise man?"

"Something like that. You want to give us your name or should I just call you Moron?"

"Dead works, too," Dagur added threateningly.

"I am Eret, son of Eret. But I am also dead," the man said with an air of resignation. "And you are dead. He is dead, that big scowling man behind you is dead, everyone here is dead. We are all dead unless you do the smart thing and bow to what is coming."

"You can stop being dramatic," Hiccup said flatly. "You're the only one here who thinks you're clever."

"Clever is what's kept me alive. Until now- now, I don't think anything will," he said. "I'll give you this for free. I might as well, seeing as how my life's just become worthless. Order is coming. The only order, I regret to say, that is possible in this mad world. But you don't want philosophy, do you? No, I wouldn't either. It's an army- a _dragon_ army, absolutely unstoppable and led by the only person with the ruthlessness necessary to control it. If you want to live, little man, you'd best learn to bow to the name of Drago Bludvist."

Before Hiccup could ask another question, Stoick's hand clamped down on his shoulder and he yanked him out of the hut. It was an abrupt transition from the darkness of the prison to outside's glaring light. Hiccup blinked, giving himself a moment to reorient. He looked at Stoick's face and was jolted to see his father's expression inexplicably stricken with fear.

"Dad?" he questioned.

"What is this, Stoick?" Dagur's voice demanded from behind them. Evidently, he'd noticed Stoick's abrupt retreat and had followed.

Stoick was not one to quail. Although his face betrayed a deep trepidation, his voice was resolute. "Drago Bludvist is not a threat we can take lightly. We cannot afford to. Oh, my boys…" He closed his eyes, his face crumpling as if what he felt was defeat. "I had prayed that this would never happen."

"Dad," Hiccup insisted, "what is going on? Tell me."

And so he did. He told them of a long ago gathering of chiefs determined to end the dragon threat. They had been interrupted by the entrance of a dark stranger who had spoken softly and promised he could save them all, if only they would bow to him.

"We laughed. But then he drew his dragonhide cloak around himself and shouted, 'See how well you do without me!' It was then the roof began to burn."

"So some crazy guy you used to know got bored and is stirring up trouble," Dagur said blithely. "Hey, no problem. We hunt him down, make his skull into a trophy, throw a party. If we get it done quickly enough, we can announce the new baby at the same time."

"Take this seriously!" Stoick barked. "Do you know who was at that gathering, Dagur? Your grandmother. That's how she died, how your father became chief! Did he never tell you of this?"

"Uh… I didn't really listen to my father, but I'm not going to get worked up about some old lady I never met. No," Dagur insisted. "I'd much rather get worked up about _my children!_ Stoick, what is the problem? You say this guy is a big deal- okay, fine, we'll take the whole armada then, mine and Hiccup's! I'm on board for this."

Hiccup had difficulty gauging if Dagur was giving this matter its proper weight. His voice had a happy chime, but that was usual when he talked about killing, regardless of whether he was joking or sincere. As for Hiccup, he had grown increasingly agitated listening to the conversation between the two. He asked, "What does this Drago want?"

"Maybe power, control But I wouldn't be surprised if he simply wants to burn the world," Stoick said. "He treats dragons and men the same, like beasts that must be brought to heel."

"I'll chop him off at his heels!" Dagur growled.

"Aye. It is the only way. It is the only thing he understands."

"Then it's decided. Gather your warriors, Stoick. Bring Berk's soldiers and dragons here and we'll-"

"No!" Hiccup suddenly exclaimed.

They couldn't see it, but in that moment he _did_. The sickly, mired cycle of justification, of escalation. Eret had taken the girls and so the Berserkers had screamed for his blood- all of them had, even Hiccup, who had watched without compassion, his heart inflamed. For their children, for their dragons, they would fight- they would kill. Now Dagur and Stoick were talking war, speaking of it as the "only way". That path was a terminal spiral. If survival could be on no other terms, then the fighting could never stop- surrender was death when one treated the enemy as merciless, when you made yourself merciless.

With both chiefs looking at him in confusion, Hiccup said, "Don't you get it? This is how it starts! We tell ourselves that we have no choice and that it's right, because we're defending our home, but it never ends there. Violence is a cycle! It was with us and the dragons when the Red Death was around. If we're not careful, we'll start another one right here, right now. We'll destroy everything we've accomplished!"

Dagur only blinked, but Stoick sighed and shook his head. "Oh, Hiccup…"

"You said Drago came to you with a solution for dragons. Think about how little you knew about dragons then. How little he probably knows now! Maybe violence is all he knows, just like we used to. What if someone showed him there is another way?"

Dagur's baffled gape suddenly morphed into a brilliant smile. "That- yes! Oh, Hiccup! Hiccup, you're so-"

"Naïve," Stoick finished sharply. "Men who kill without reason cannot be reasoned with."

"Where would we be if Toothless had decided that about you?" Hiccup retorted. "If I had decided that about Dagur? We are standing on Berserker Island as family! You can't discredit that!"

"Your ideals have held true for Vikings, but this is something else," Stoick insisted. "The peace is over. We must prepare for war."

_No_, Hiccup thought. _Not if I have anything to say about it._

He was dismayed how easily Stoick had fallen back into the old way of thinking, disturbed at how he had almost lapsed into it himself. If it had been such an alluring and comfortable trap for him, it certainly was for everyone else. But he knew war was not the answer. It never had been. He had always found another way.

It seemed that he and Toothless had returned home right as his people most dearly needed them again.
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**Chapter Thirteen**

Stoick left on Skullcrusher not an hour later, insisting he must ready Berk for battle. He promised he would return- and that it would be to take Hiccup and Fury home. No doubt he wanted to demand the same for Skrill, but though Hiccup and Dagur were now married the terms of the kinship exchange still applied; Skrill belonged to the Berserkers. The reason Oswald had not been mentioned, Hiccup knew, was no lack of love, but tactics. Oswald was recognized by both tribes and so Dagur had grounds to fight for his guardianship; Stoick was likely saving that confrontation for later, when he could simply snatch Oswald and put the child on Skullcrusher's back.

Although Dagur had snarled at Stoick's demand, grabbing Hiccup by the arm and barking that no one had declared war yet, once Stoick had departed had turned to Hiccup and said, "Your father is right. If fighting starts, you and Fury have to be with your people."

The admission startled Hiccup. He had expected Dagur's heated sentiments to blind him from the politics of the matter. And he had thought Dagur believed in his plan to seek out Drago Bludvist first.

He returned to the gaol to interrogate Eret. The trapper was obligingly forthcoming, claiming he had no reason not to speak, but Hiccup wondered if the man hoped he would be spared if he talked up his boss' ruthlessness and ferocity. Certainly everything he said had the quality of fear-mongering. Drago Bludvist had been building his dragon army for years, Drago Bludvist struck swiftly and without mercy, Drago Bludvist's way was the rational one in a cruel, cold world.

Was that last claim something Eret truly believed? A part of Hiccup hoped so. If Drago really saw himself as a savior bringing order to chaos, then he might be open to Hiccup showing him that such a thing was possible with chains or bloodshed.

That night at home Dagur made supper, kissed the kids and Hiccup, and then left. Hiccup found his actions curiously abrupt and when he confronted Dagur later- much later, for Dagur came home well after moonrise- his husband confessed, "I needed to see to the armada. I would have said something to you, but the kids were there."

_See to the armada- to prepare it, like Dad is with Berk? _Was Dagur decided then, just as Stoick was?

"Why hide anything from the kids?" Hiccup asked sharply. "Not exactly the Viking way, is it?"

"Nobody's declared war yet."

It was the second time Dagur had said that. Frustrated, Hiccup insisted, "But you want to, don't you? We know nothing about Drago Bludvist, but you want to smash his teeth in- admit it!"

"Of course, I do!" Dagur answered. He looked at Hiccup worriedly as he admitted, "I want to kill Eret of Eret woe-I-am-an-Eret and make his boss into Drago Bloodyface. But I know what war costs. And I know the value of peace." He touched Hiccup's chin and, with an earnest smile, gazed deeply into his eyes. "You taught me that, Hiccup. Our family wouldn't exist without it. Yes, I'm readying the armada, but that's because I have to. I believe in you, Hiccup. Whatever you want to do, you have my support. All of me."

"Dagur..." Hiccup flinched, turning his face aside. Heartened as he was by his beloved's words, he was also ashamed. Why had he doubted? He and Dagur seemed so unsynchronized lately; they had never moved to precisely the same rhythm, but he thought that they had found their own harmony. Was it normal to sometimes misstep, to sometimes have to regain easy concordance? Maybe Hiccup was reading too much into their recent blunders. Relationships took work and only a fool thought that ended after the wedding ceremony. He turned back to Dagur. "You're a good man and a good chief, too. You know that, right?"

"Oh... nah." Dagur's mouth twitched and he seemed flustered. Quickly, he asked, "So, is there a plan? Or are you and Toothless going to wing it?"

"There's at least half a plan," Hiccup assured him. "Keep Eret alive. We're going to need him."

"Ugh, fine. Let's go over your half-plan with Nott and Astrid tomorrow. They're going to get into the middle of this eventually. They _always_ do."

Dagur made that last statement with a groan and Hiccup thought he was being rather obtuse. Nott wasn't meddlesome; she was his second-in-command and if at times she seemed overly involved, it was because Dagur needed someone to remember numbers and remind him that his warriors wouldn't get fed if the yaks didn't eat first.

"Tomorrow," he agreed.

* * *

><p>The next day they gathered at Nott and Astrid's home, where it was less crowded and there was no temptation for Dagur to spring out of his chair and start mashing fruit or potatoes for a pie because he was bored. The children were left under the watch of their parents' dragons. More than once Astrid had protested this practice and each time Hiccup had insisted he felt Toothless was as responsible as any human would be.<p>

Hiccup began the discussion. "Right now, what we have is speculation and anger. We don't have facts. Even so, it's clear to me that this Drago Bludvist doesn't understand dragons. If we can change that, everyone will be better off and it will end this panic about a war. Eret said he delivers dragons personally to Drago, which means he knows where Drago is. Toothless and I will get Eret to take us to Drago's camp. We'll talk to him and get him to change his mind."

Widening one eye, Nott demanded, "And what do you intend to do, walk up to the mighty warlord with one of Dagur's cakes and then offer him a ride on Toothless and at the end of the day you'll have a harvest dance? The man calls himself 'Bloodfist'- that says to me peace is nowhere on his agenda."

"Names can be misleading, Deranged and Relentless," he responded drolly. "And I have to try. I've changed minds before, even ridiculously stubborn minds. You, my father, your brother- did any of you think you could trust a dragon before I showed you?"

Nott looked to Dagur as if she wanted him to say something, then sighed. "Why ask you? You'll just agree with whatever he says!" She turned to Astrid. "Love, can you lend another voice to reason?"

Hiccup braced himself for Astrid's added protest. Yet instead Astrid winced and said, "Much as I hate to say it, Hiccup can be really persuasive. This sounds questionable to me, too, but if anyone can pull it off, it's him."

Her praise was wholly unexpected. His relationship with Astrid had been uneasy for years, but he still respected and admired her. She probably had no idea that her faith had never stopped mattering to him, and he doubted that she would even care. She had spoken her mind not as any favor to him, but simply because it was her truth.

"Does anyone here understand I'm trying to keep Hiccup from getting killed?" Nott declared. She whirled back upon him. "Well, you can't just go flying off into enemy territory, pride of Berk! It's your father who gets the final say."

Technically yes, but Hiccup wasn't impressed by her saying so. She had means of getting word to Stoick in time for his father to stop him.

"Actually," Dagur suddenly interjected, "Hiccup is my consort, which means I have the authority to send him wherever I want as my ambassador. Or, you know, we could just not care who has a say over who since Stoick isn't here!"

"Oh, you are a diplomatic nightmare!" Nott shouted at him, but there was a ring of resignation to her tone. She knew she couldn't fight them further, not with Dagur resolute and even Astrid willing to try Hiccup's plan.

Said Hiccup, "The sooner I make an attempt, the better. If there are no other objections, Toothless and I will head out with Eret tomorrow."

"Not alone you won't," Astrid insisted, "I'm coming with you."

Her offer wasn't unwelcome, but it did surprise him. With a concerned look, he asked, "Are you sure?"

"Nott's right that this is dangerous. Someone has to watch your back and there's no dragon who can keep pace with Toothless better than Stormfly."

"Um, excuse me, I think you mean Thordis," Dagur interrupted bluntly. "If anyone's going with Hiccup, it should be me. So it will be me!"

Immediately Hiccup knew that was a bad idea. Never mind that the Berserkers needed their chief here, there were bound to be upsets and misunderstandings during his meeting with Drago, and Dagur was the sort who responded to such things with his axe.

"You can't," Hiccup said. "Your place is with your people. Who knows how long I'll be. If a crisis breaks out, the Berserkers need you."

"But I… Can't Nott just..." Dagur crossed his arms and huffed. Then he bowed his head. "I just want to protect you."

"And who's never lost a match to you?" Astrid asked pointedly, not without a note of pride. "More importantly, who's never lost a match to your sister?"

"I really wish you wouldn't do this," Nott said to her. Her lips twisted in worry the same way that Dagur's sometimes did.

"We'll be fine. Even if this whole thing blows up in Hiccup's face, I can get us home in one piece."

That decided it then. Dagur and Nott declared now as good a time as any to begin discussing the particulars concerning the armada and headed for the docks. As Hiccup began to follow them out the door, Astrid tugged on his sleeve.

"Hiccup, wait. Can I talk to you?"

"Yeah, of course," he replied. She wanted to discuss their departure tomorrow, he presumed.

Astrid did not speak right away. She crossed her arms and looked over Hiccup critically. Just as he was wondering what she was trying to judge, she asked, "Are you pregnant?"

"Wow, seriously?" he replied, taken aback. "Yes, thank you so much for asking, that wasn't rude at all."

"When did this happen?"

"Is everyone going to ask me that?" he demanded, remembering how Stoick had barked the same question. What was Astrid's problem? Why were they even talking about this? "When do you think it happened?"

"So I'm not the only one who-"

"No, it's been you and my father," he snapped. "Is there a point to this, Astrid? Because you're pissing me off and we definitely have more important things to worry about."

"No, this is important," she said. He might have dismissed her comment immediately but for her tone. She sounded genuinely worried. "The timing's a little strange. Are you certain Dagur doesn't think it's strange?"

At first, he found her question baffling. Then he realized the only possible thing that she could be implying. It was so ridiculous he almost couldn't believe it and so offensive that it took most of his self-control not to scream at her in a rage.

For several moments, he did not speak. Then, tautly, he said, "If you're going to make that accusation, you can damn well be direct about it."

She sucked in her breath, looking startled as she realized she'd pushed him too far. Yeah, well, _that_ shouldn't have come as a surprise, he thought bitterly. She raised her hand, a weak gesture for truce, and said, "Wait. Let me start again-"

"I don't think so. This conversation is over."

He turned to leave and Astrid, finding her own anger now, declared, "Hey, wait! Remember the person you did cheat on? Because that was me!"

Gods, was he furious now. He wanted to march right out of her house, yet her _painfully _valid point made him feel obligated to stop and turn back.

"You've got three sentences to convince me not to walk out the door."

"I'm sorry, I put my foot in my mouth, it shouldn't have come out like that," she said, hastily rushing all of her statements together. "But I'm worried about you and you need to listen!"

_I don't need to do anything_, Hiccup wanted to retort. But this was Astrid. Even if she was being completely awful right now, he knew she wasn't malicious. And because he once had treated her terribly, he felt like he owed her.

When he did not reply- but did not step away either- she continued, "I don't think you did. I'm not accusing you of anything. But Dagur... is not okay."

"Dagur would _never_ think such a thing," Hiccup replied sharply. "He trusts me-"

"He thinks you're perfect. That's not the same thing!"

"Astrid-"

"No, listen," she insisted. "You don't know what Dagur's like when you're not around! While you were gone, he was miserable. He put up a front for the kids, but the rest of the time he was barely functioning. Nott and I spent the past four months running around picking up the pieces of things he forgot, while he'd spend an entire day baking pies and then fall apart because you weren't here to eat them!"

That sounded like Dagur, Hiccup had to admit. But his problems with his husband were absolutely none of her business. "You must think I'm some kind of idiot, that you need to tell me about the state of my own marriage."

"Hiccup, he _needs_ you-"

"Of course he does. He's my husband! That's why we got married!"

"But it's not normal!" she declared. "I love Nott, but I'm not obsessed with her. Dagur is with you! It's not right, but you married him, you chose to accept that, so you have to be responsible with-"

"Astrid, shut up!" he snapped. She wasn't telling him anything he didn't already know, but he'd be damned if he was going to admit it to her! "You don't know everything. You certainly don't know what makes _me_ tick. A long time ago, you told me explicitly to never ask you for personal advice. That means you don't get to _give_ it either- you don't get to shove it down my throat just because you feel like it! Help me with Berk or the Berserkers, but stay _out_ of my marriage."

They were done talking- whether or not she agreed, he decided that for the both of them and walked out of her house.

* * *

><p>At home, Hiccup dug through his storage chest and brought out his secondary flight suit. In many respects it was identical to his primary suit, the one he had taken on his expedition, but it lacked some of the non-essential gadgetry and, most importantly, it wasn't skintight. He had crafted this one years ago, back when he had been carrying Oswald, even though he had anticipated needing it only once and for a very limited window at that. He tried it on. Of course it fit, but once the belts were adjusted, its tautness around his middle made him look rounder than he actually was. There was no helping it; riding into an enemy camp without some sort of armor would be foolish and this was his best set for riding Toothless.<p>

_I never tested this version's flight capabilities_, Hiccup remembered. It hadn't been worth the risk. Normally he could accept the occasional crash landing, but not when he was with child.

"Look at you," he heard Dagur coo behind him, the other man walking into the bedroom.

"No, please, don't look at me," Hiccup groaned and touched his belly. "I hate this part."

"You look so cute."

"You're the only person that thinks that," he said and then sighed. "I suppose you're the only person who needs to think that."

Dagur quite eagerly helped him out of the flight suit and then everything underneath. Hiccup felt anxious, remembering how badly coupling had gone the last time- that and his argument with Astrid had left him edgy- but Dagur was calmer now, happy just to have his hands on Hiccup and take it slow.

_"He thinks you're perfect... he _needs_ you..."_

_And I need him_, Hiccup argued back. _Shut up, Astrid! So we have problems. But we know it. We'll work through them, we'll be okay._

He and Dagur were due for a heart-to-heart, but in the face of this crisis it would have to wait- and it could wait. If his absence was what had made Dagur panic, then he would stay at his husband's side and together they would see this through.

At dinner, Hiccup learned what a negligent babysitter Toothless and his cohorts had been: the children had climbed onto the roof of Astrid and Nott's home and snuck in through the hatch to listen in on the adults. Hiccup had a moment of panic wondering if they'd overheard his fight with Astrid, but the kids had followed Dagur and Nott to the docks, assuming war plans would be more interesting.

"Very responsible of you, Dragon-Dad," Hiccup said to Toothless reproachfully.

Toothless warbled an unconcerned protest; if it was something Hiccup would have done, he didn't see why Hiccup's kids shouldn't be allowed to do the same.

There was an advantage to the trio eavesdropping; it was easier to explain why Hiccup would be leaving tomorrow. Hiccup tried to couch the information gently. He didn't want to scare them, but nor did he want to deceive them. From what had happened to Fury and Skrill, they already knew the situation was serious.

"What if Drago won't listen, Dad?" Fury asked.

"That could happen," Hiccup admitted. "People are stubborn and when they've believed something for years, it can be hard to accept there's another way. If he tries to be hostile, we'll defend ourselves. But when we do, that's when he'll _see_ we're right. He'll see us working together and realize it's what makes us unstoppable. Vikings and dragons, we're a team. That's our strength. We can stand against whatever anybody throws at us."

"So why don't we just fight them then?" Skrill whined. "I don't like them! They're mean and terrible-"

"They're ignorant. It's not an excuse for what they did to you, no. But it means that they can change."

"Fine. But not Eret! He's evil and I curse him!"

"Oooo!" Fury and Oswald both chanted, giving their sister an impressed look.

Great. This was just what the situation needed, Skrill stirring up divine trouble. Hiccup didn't believe she really could- he had never believed that _he_ could- but everyone else would and they'd act accordingly. At best, they might start treating Eret like he carried the plague. At worst... it could give a few motivated Berserkers the excuse they wanted to avenge Skrill and Fury's kidnapping.

"Take it back," he said sternly.

"What?" Skrill sounded surprised.

"Our blessing is a responsibility. We _don't_ use it to hurt others." He felt so weird speaking of it as if it were real, but he didn't think it would be right of him to dictate to Skrill what she should believe. And even if it wasn't true, she still had influence because of it. She had to learn to use that properly. "Besides, you don't need to curse him. He's in a lot of trouble, Skrill, and he brought it on himself. That's justice. To ask for more, to create unnecessary suffering, would be wrong."

Skrill huffed. She didn't look pleased, but she said, "Fine. I take it back. But I do ask that Odin be extra, extra certain Eret gets what he deserves. Is that okay?"

"I think that's a request the gods can respect."

That night, Hiccup showed them the map. He spread it out on the floor and the children sat at the edges of it. Instead of narrating his journey chronologically, he let them take turns choosing a different island for him to tell them what he and Toothless had found there. While he talked, Skrill made another tiny braid in his hair, weaving through it a ribbon which she blessed for "good luck".

It was, he reflected, the best possible way he could have spent the evening- quietly by the hearth, with the ones most precious to him. He remembered how anxious his own childhood had been, always wondering if Stoick would return safely from his quests to find the dragon's nest, if this would be the night the house burned down, if this winter they would starve. Fury, Skrill, and Oswald knew nothing of that- and Hiccup would keep it that way. He had worked hard to build a world of peace and he would let nothing steal that from his children.


End file.
